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Editorial Statement
It makes me sad to announce that Egon Bodtker has stepped
down as President of DAHS, as of January 2015. Egon, like his father
before him, has been a larger-than-life force behind both DAHS
and The Bridge for many years. In honor of the Bodtker family, who
founded the DAHS in Oregon in 1977, and the many thousands of
Danish Americans who settled west of the Rocky Mountains, both of
the articles in this issue take up the theme of Danes in the West, albeit
in very diﬀerent contexts.
The first article, “’We believe that God speaks Danish.’
Assimilation vs Identity in Sanpete County, Utah” examines how
a large community of Danish American Mormons in the state that
has the highest concentration of Danish Americans negotiated the
assimilation pressures present in their new home to retain aspects
of their Danish identity. Through extensive fieldwork among the
descendants of these early Danish Mormons, Claus Elholm Andersen
and Elizabeth Peterson illustrate both the challenging aspects of the
Danish Mormons particular immigration situation and the ways in
which their stories defy the widespread assumption that Danish
Mormons abandoned their native tongue and culture.
The second article in this issue tells the story of two adventurous
Danish Americans, brothers Svend and Folmer Hansen, from the
important Danish American community in Tyler, Minnesota, home of
the Danebod Folk High School. In 1923, Svend and Folmer headed
out to California, where they became part of the vanguard of young
people flocking to the west coast in search of work and warm weather
that would become a flood by the end of the decade. Erik S. Hansen,
Folmer’s son, and Rikke Utoft Hansen Olsen, Svend’s daughter,
worked together to collect, transcribe, translate, and annotate their
fathers’ story of leaving the safety and security of Tyler behind to
encounter both ecstatic delights and horrifying obstacles as they
traveled across the country, up and down the west coast, and finally
home again. This article is much longer than our usual articles, but
it contains valuable primary source material from Folmer’s taped
memoirs, Svend and Folmer’s letters and postcards home to their
widowed father, Christian, and many of Christian’s letters to them.
The book reviews contained in this issue are quite diverse in topic,
but all of them are well worth reading. Jason Schroeder introduces us to
6

Tim Tangherlini’s multimedia collection of Danish folktales, legends,
and stories, while Hilary Virtanen evaluates a new comparative study
of Danes and Icelanders in Michigan. Rachel Hunt Steenblik discusses
Gordon Marino’s new anthology of excerpts from the work of Danish
philosopher Søren Kierkegaard. Jakob Holm’s review of C. Claire
Thomson’s study of Thomas Vinterberg’s seminal Danish dogme film
Festen (The Celebration) considers both the film itself and Thomson’s
analysis of it.
In closing, I want to thank all of you, the readers of The Bridge,
for your patience as Julianne Haahr and I have found our bearings
as co-editors. I apologize for both the delays in publication (that we
are working very hard to reduce) and the occasional editorial errors,
particularly in contributor bios, that have managed to creep in. We
welcome your feedback and appreciate your support.
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Contributors to this Issue
The first article in this issue was co-authored by colleagues Claus
Elholm Andersen and Elizabeth Peterson. Claus Elholm Andersen
is a lecturer in Danish in the Institute for Finnish, Finnougric, and
Nordic at the University of Helsingfors, Finland. He participated in
the Sanpete Project both as a linguistic consultant and translator, and
recently successfully defended his dissertation on the Norwegian
author Karl Ove Knausgaard to receive his PhD from the University
of Copenhagen.
Elizabeth Peterson is a lecturer in the Institute for Modern Languages
at the University of Helsingfors, Finland. She is a sociolinguist and the
descendant of Scandinavian immigrants to Sanpete County, Utah. It
was not until she moved to Finland as an immigrant and experienced
multilingualism that she began to research the linguistic and cultural
conditions in Sanpete County.
The second article was also co-authored, by cousins Erik S. Hansen
and Rikke Utoft Hansen. Erik S. Hansen is a retired teacher and writer
living in Stowe, Vermont. He is Folmer Hansen’s son and grew up in
Tyler, Minnesota, across the street from Danebod Folk High School.
He attended Grand View College (became Grand View University in
2008) and the University of Minnesota. He has lived and taught in
New England until “semi-retiring” as faculty emeritus from Sterling
College in Vermont, where he helped develop the student work
program and global field studies on sustainability in Scandinavia and
Japan. He writes frequently on Danish American and Nordic topics.
Rikke Utoft Hansen Olsen is the daughter of Svend Hansen. She
lives in Owatanna, Minnesota. She was born in Tyler, Minnesota and
grew up in Solvang, California. She attended Grand View College
and graduated from Augustana College in Rock Island, Illinois. She
taught elementary and preschool for over 25 years in South Dakota
and Minnesota. She is married to Steven Olson, with whom she has
two children, and they have three grandchildren. She loves travel and
photography.
Jason Schroeder is a PhD candidate in Scandinavian Studies and
Folklore at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. He studies Swedish
folklore, focusing on the interplay between individual and tradition,
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oral-formulaic theory, and on editorial scholarship of ballads. He is
completing his dissertation in Fall 2015. He received his BA from the
University of Washington, after being honorably discharged from the
United States Marine Corps.
Hilary Virtanen is an assistant professor of Finnish Studies at Finlandia
College in Hancock, Michigan. She earned her PhD in Scandinavian
Studies and Folklore at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. She is
an editor of The Journal of Finnish Studies and a board member of the
Michigan Oral History Association. Her research interests include
Nordic American folklore and cultural history, museum studies, and
oral history.
Rachel Hunt Steenblik is a PhD student in philosophy of religion
and theology at Claremont Graduate University. She has a Masters in
library science from Simmons College and a Bachelors in philosophy
from Brigham Young University. She twice participated in St. Olaf
College’s Hong Kierkegaard Library Summer Fellows Program (2012
& 2013). Her first book, Mormon Feminism: Essential Writings, coedited
with Joanna Brooks and Hannah Wheelwright, will be published by
Oxford University Press, in November 2015.
Jakob Holm studied in Berlin and London before earning an MA
in Literature from the University of Southern Denmark in Odense.
He teaches Danish and Scandinavian Literature and Culture in
the Department of Germanic Studies at the University of Texas at
Austin. He contributes regularly to the weekly Danish newspaper,
Weekendavisen. Earlier, he was editor-in-chief at the Danish publishing
house Gyldendal, a reviewer of classical music, and a copywriter. His
latest publications were essays in Weekendavisen about the American
short story as well as about sports in American literature.
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“We believe that God speaks Danish.”
Assimilation vs Identity in
Sanpete County, Utah1
by Claus Elholm Andersen and Elizabeth Peterson
Most accounts hold that Danes in America assimilated rapidly and
eﬀectively into mainstream culture … but was that always the case? This
article focuses on a small community in Utah that was home to a large
proportion of Danes and other Scandinavians. A close examination of
this community reveals that the assimilation process was not always as
straightforward a process as we often hear.
The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS) (commonly
referred to as the Mormons) was responsible not only for creating
some of the first large-scale settlements of English speakers in the
American West, but also for bringing to the West tens of thousands of
immigrants from Scandinavia, with the largest portion coming from
Denmark. These demographic phenomena have left a permanent
fingerprint on the physical, social, ethnic, cultural and even linguistic
background of Utah and the West–yet, curiously, this influence
remains relatively unacknowledged in both the larger Scandinavian
American community and American history.
The Mormon Church, which was founded in upstate New York in
1830, had settled and resettled its adherents throughout the Midwest,
being constantly on the move due to persecution, largely caused by
the Church’s foundations, which included its own Book of Mormon, the
practice of polygamy, and a host of other complicating factors.2 After
the murder of the Mormon Church’s founding leader, Joseph Smith,
in 1844, the Church prepared to move west into unclaimed terrain,
to set up a self-contained nation-state that they referred to as “Zion”
or “Deseret.” They arrived in the Great Salt Lake Valley in July 1847.
Once there, the Church desperately needed to establish a population
stronghold which it had not been able to achieve elsewhere.
At the same time, Denmark was experiencing a period of extreme
social and political unrest, which provided additional motivation
for disenfranchised Danes to leave Denmark. Changes to the Danish
constitution eased religious practices, which made it legal for nonLutheran churches to proselytize there. Denmark became the first
13

country outside of the United States, after England, where Mormon
missionaries began recruiting members. In fact, the first translation of
the Book of Mormon was into Danish, completed in 1851 by Peter Olsen
Hansen, the third Dane to join the LDS church.
Recruitment from other Scandinavian countries was not quite as
fruitful as in Denmark, but the numbers are still noteworthy: between
1851 and 1926, 25,850 newly-converted Scandinavians migrated to
Utah (54% Danes, 33% Swedes, and 13% Norwegians).3 The majority
of the settlers in Utah, it should be noted, were American and British.
For a brief period, then, until about 1860, it was in Utah, a new
and uncertain territory, that the largest number of Danes and other
Scandinavians congregated. In fact, the first mass migration of
Danes began in 1852 as part of the Mormon gathering to Zion. In the
following decades, Danes followed suit with other Scandinavians and
settled mostly in the Midwest, the Great Lakes region, and California.
By 1870, Wisconsin had the highest number of Danes, and in 1890,
Iowa had the highest number.4
Immigrants to Utah during the nineteenth century could be said
to have even higher expectations of acculturation than elsewhere
in the United States – which were already quite high. In Utah, the
Mormon Church “demanded” assimilation;5 it was seen as not only
necessary for the survival of the immigrants, but also for the survival
of the Mormon Church and the Utah Territory. Acculturation was
not a problem for the Danes; it has been noted that, compared to
other immigrant groups, Danes have been among the most adept
assimilators to American life and to the use of English.6 As was true
for Danish immigrants to the United States, in general the Danes in
Utah appear to have quickly adapted to the Mormon and American
lifestyles, as well as to the English language.
In some cases, however, the assimilation process was not as
straightforward or as uniform as such accounts attest, which our
research confirms. In particular, in settings such as Sanpete County,
Utah, where Scandinavian and especially Danish settlers constituted
the majority in many towns, it is clear that a sense of Danish(ness)
persisted in some social circles well past the immigrant generation.
In studies of history, literature, sociology, and other fields, there
is a current interest in bringing the points of view and experiences of
politically and socially disenfranchised groups to the forefront. This
description certainly fits the majority of the Danish immigrants to
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Utah, whom historian Albert Antrei has described as members of the
“deprived and abused peasantry.”7 These are people who contributed
enormously to the physical and social structuring of this part of the
United States, but they remain a group we know little about, despite
their numbers and influence. As is often true of disenfranchised
groups, their history is not to be found in the “oﬃcial” accounts kept
by the dominant society.
For this reason, we have approached Sanpete County at the grass
roots level—entreating local people to share their stories, written and
physical artifacts, and personal histories—thus enabling us to try to
piece together what the life of a Scandinavian immigrant was like
in the area, and which elements of their cultural and linguistic past
remained with them and were shared with subsequent generations.
The intent is not to counter the existing accounts of the language and
cultural shift processes in Utah or elsewhere, but rather to oﬀer a
complementary account, one that incorporates the points of view of
individual immigrants and their families, and thus oﬀers a bottomup, rather than a top-down perspective. Given the amount of time
that has elapsed since the immigrant generation, not to mention that
acts of Danish(ness) were carried out and sustained to a large extent
in private realms, certain elements remain elusive. For example, not
all local residents we have approached are able or willing to share
information about their family history, or details have simply been
lost with time. Other families, however, have gone to great eﬀort
to preserve their family artifacts, histories, and even cultural and
linguistic features.
Sanpete County, Utah
Sanpete County, with a current population of 30,000, lies
in the geographical center of Utah. In an eﬀort to establish new
communities, Brigham Young, the Mormon Church president
responsible for leading the Mormons to Utah, sent a group of settlers
to Sanpete County in 1849. Thus, the community had already been
established as an English-speaking Mormon settlement by the time
the first Scandinavians started arriving there in about 1853. By about
1870, however, 80 percent of the population of Sanpete County was of
Scandinavian descent;8 the town of Ephraim, which today hosts the
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county’s annual Scandinavian Festival, was 94 percent Scandinavian
during this period.
While the area surrounding Salt Lake City made up Utah’s
population base, and therefore had the highest number of Scandinavian
settlers– census records show 4,327 in total in 1890–the county with
the next highest population of Scandinavians was Sanpete, with 2,963
Scandinavian-born immigrants in 1890, comprising 22.54 percent of
the county’s population.9 In other words, this means that by 1890, out
of a total of about 13,000 Sanpete County citizens, every fifth person
had been born in Scandinavia.10
This early language mix in Sanpete County and the rest of Utah
oﬀers a fascinating example not only of contact between English and
Scandinavian varieties, but also of contact between the Scandinavian
varieties themselves. More than 150 years later, one can only surmise
what kind of leveling or accommodation may have occurred between,
say, dialects from northern Jutland (where the majority of the Danish
immigrants came from) and Swedish and Norwegian, or even the
other dialects of Danish.
There are numerous written records of the Scandinavian presence
in Utah during this time. The most comprehensive single work to date
on the Scandinavian migration was published in 1957 by historian
William R. Mulder. Of the many details oﬀered in his landmark book,
here is a particularly revealing quotation:
One may hear the various changes in Danish from North
Jutland to Copenhagen, and listen to Norwegian as spoken
in Christiania, Trondhjem, and in the mixed-German
Bergen, also to the worst Skåne or southern Swedish, and to
the best as spoken in Göteborg and Stockholm, or hear the
diﬀerent varieties of Swedish from Uppsala to Ystad, and
yet not hear anything quite like the mixture which is called
Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish in Utah.11
In a now-famous quotation, LDS Church President Brigham
Young commanded immigrants to learn English, “the language of
God, the language of the Book of Mormon, the language of these Latter
Days.”12 This duty was second only to learning how to “live” in Utah.
The learning of English by immigrants to Utah has been referred to as
“the third enemy,” after hostile American Indians and the rough desert
terrain itself.13 Scandinavian immigrants enjoyed certain concessions,
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including special native-language church services, hymnbooks,
theater groups, and newspapers. These accommodations, which
were meant to aid non-English mother-tongue immigrants in their
acculturation to Utah, have been chronicled by previous scholars,14
who note that the three-generation shift pattern, common in other
locations in the United States, seems to have prevailed among the
Danes in Utah as well. These scholars also conclude that the language
shift process in Utah likely took even less than three generations.15
The one exception in Utah, they note, could be “heavily Scandinavianpopulated Sanpete County in Utah,” although “church and economic
factors” would have meant that even in Sanpete County, “the Danes
there were never really isolated” enough to create a Danish enclave.16
Our research in Sanpete County, however, indicates that the
assimilation process was not quite so straightforward or generalizable.
With our goal of investigating the reality and day-to-day experiences
of common, everyday, non-socially dominant Danish immigrants—
especially women—several features come to light which support the
notion that Danish(ness) survived in at least some form into later
generations. We have made a concerted eﬀort in our work to tell the
story of the women in the community, who, in fact, made up the majority
of the Scandinavian influx to Utah. This factor distinguished Utah and
Sanpete County Danes from Danish settlements in other regions of
the United States, where there was a dearth of immigrant women,
and therefore of Scandinavian children in ethnically homogenous
households. Especially among Scandinavian Mormons (as opposed
to English converts to Mormonism), the women outnumbered the
men: 46.5 percent of the converts were male, and 53.4 percent were
female. Further, after conversion, it was a nearly foregone conclusion
that migration to the United States, with Utah as the destination, was
to follow, in an eﬀort known as the gathering of the saints to Zion.17
The set of demographics detailed here, along with social and
geographical isolation, led to a set of circumstances that allowed
Scandinavian settlers—and in particular the Danes, who made up
the majority of the Scandinavian population in Utah–an early and
probably rare opportunity (or, one might argue, a perceived necessity)
to practice in-group marriage, speak Danish as a home language,
and continue to enjoy other Danish customs such as beer brewing
and coﬀee drinking, which, while they were not outright banned in
the nineteenth-century Mormon Church, were actively discouraged
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(though many early Mormons of all ethnicities disregarded these
guidelines).
In terms of geographical isolation, it is noteworthy that Sanpete
County lies about 100 miles south of Salt Lake City, Utah’s capital, and
the headquarters of the Mormon Church. This meant that the residents
of Sanpete County were physically removed from the presence of the
Mormon Church leaders. In fact, there is documentation that shows
a necessarily resigned attitude among Mormon Church leaders,
including Brigham Young, about managing the day-to-day activities
of the residents of Sanpete County, for example allowing the men who
constructed the Mormon Temple in Manti to drink beer and coﬀee
while they were working.18
In terms of social isolation, evidence shows that there was a de
facto practice of segregation in many Sanpete County towns. In the
town of Manti, for example, one of the areas was called “Danish Field,”
and local residents even today point out that this area, as opposed
to the clearly higher socio-economic English-language parts of town,
was populated by Scandinavian immigrants. The role of segregation
is clearly evidenced in this extract from a letter written in 1856 by a
Danish settler to the area:
We have to learn the English language now, which is a
bit diﬃcult for the elders [...] We can just as readily learn
Indian, because we come into conversation with them more
often than we have opportunity to talk with Americans.19
The quotation here, if indeed an accurate depiction, clearly points
toward the socially disadvantaged groups coming into contact with
one another.
Linguistic and Cultural Artifacts in Sanpete County
At this point, we get to the crux of our own contribution, which
is to oﬀer a point of view about the Danish and other Scandinavian
settlers to this area that has not previously been presented. In doing
so, we argue that the process of language and cultural shift in Sanpete
County was not a straightforward process, and that there remained
networks and communities of practice that had at their center a goal
of retaining Danish(ness) in some form.
Four main arguments support our view. First, there was a sense
of a distinct, Danish identity for members of the community, and this
18

distinctiveness helped them achieve and maintain, for a certain length
of time, a cultural and linguistic island.
Several local folk stories from Sanpete County are presented in
written form in a volume published in the 1970s by Grace Johnson.
The first example has to do with language, and is called, revealingly,
“The Battle of the Languages.” In this story, Johnson tells of Mormon
Church President Brigham Young’s fury when Danes from Sanpete
County sent him a letter stating that they would continue to hold
church services in Danish, “clearly the superior language,” spoken by
the “majority” of the population in the area.20
In fact, there are several accounts indicating that Mormon
Church authorities were not pleased that Scandinavians continued
to hold church meetings in their heritage language longer than was
deemed necessary. Furthermore, there was discord as to which of
the Scandinavian languages would be spoken in church services.21 In
the same volume of stories, Johnson tells that the Danes, who were
entreated to hold their church meetings in English, mostly so that the
other Scandinavians could understand, reported to Brigham Young,
“We believe that God understands Danish.”
Another type of example dealing with the issue of Danish
identity—still to be found even among the youth from the area—is
exemplified by this statement from a third generation resident:
As my ancestors, both paternal and maternal, came from
Denmark, I’m a full-blooded Dane as well as an American…
I never remember Grandma Mickelson calling me Martha,
it was always “Bitta Laura.”22
An additional argument, related to the first, has to do with
family structure in early Sanpete County. As mentioned previously,
the settlements in Utah were set apart from other Scandinavian
settlements in that entire families migrated together, and the women
slightly outnumbered the men. This meant that it was possible to
marry within the group, which, at least for the first few generations,
seemed to be the custom, as confirmed by a fourth-generation resident
of the area, who reports, “Mom’s parents were really mad at her for
marrying [my father], because he wasn’t a Dane” (Speaker 1-48, age
64). Other residents discussed family gatherings where Danish was
spoken, even up until about the World War II era.
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Another woman, who remembered hearing and speaking Danish
as a home language in the 1920s and ‘30s, recalled that the women
in her family routinely gathered to do handicrafts and mending, and
the language they spoke was Danish. The same woman, a fourthgeneration resident, made the following observations: “My mother
and her brother spoke Danish together” (i.e., third-generation
residents) and “My great-grandmother never did learn to speak
English. She didn’t need to” (Speaker 1-28, age 84).
Going hand in hand with the opportunity to marry within the
group and maintain a distinct identity are the persistence of cultural
and social norms, of which we see clear evidence in Sanpete County.
As noted earlier, the Danes in Sanpete County considered themselves
exempt from the Mormon taboo against drinking coﬀee. In fact,
another common folk story was that “When God said we shouldn’t
drink coﬀee, he didn’t mean the Danes.” Even today, local residents
know what is meant by the term “flying coﬀee pots,” which describes
the hasty removal of coﬀee-making paraphernalia when a non-coﬀee
drinker approaches a home.23
In addition to considering coﬀee a birthright of the Danes,
apparently taboo words and terms were also deemed too ingrained to
be uttered in English. Words such as skidt (shit) and forbandet (damn
it) were among the few Danish words (aside from terms for traditional
foods) that the current-day residents of Sanpete County seemed to
recognize as Danish – and, oddly, they did not actually know what
they meant, only that they are “bad words.” Another example of a
taboo word is skrook, a noun which is used in the local dialect as a
negative designation for a woman, something akin to “bitch” or
“nag.”24 Two of the participants interviewed for this study discussed
this term in particular, remarking on how surprised they were when
they found out that skrook actually derives from Danish—that it is not,
in fact, a vocabulary item in mainstream English vocabulary. A final
example is the discourse or agreement marker ja, which is the way of
saying “yes” in Sanpete County. This particular feature can safely be
said to be part of the local dialect, even among younger generations.
The final supporting point takes the form of various culturally
specific manifestations. As is typical for immigrant settings, the
elements that survive in Sanpete County seem to be those that have
to do with childhood and the home front, such as poems, stories, and
songs, as well as food and household items. Several of the residents
20

who have participated in interviews so far are able to recite poems or
sing songs, although they have only a limited understanding of the
meaning of the words.
Final comments
During the initial settlement period in Utah, the expectation
seems to have been that allowances for the heritage languages
would merely aid in transition, with the goal of English becoming
the common language of communication in all domains within a
reasonable time period. It is unclear what this time period would have
been, but probably this meant within the first U.S.-born generation.
As noted by other scholars, the language and cultural shift process
in Utah appears to have been within three or fewer generations.
However, there is evidence that in certain communities, the process
was complicated or prolonged due to factors having to do with
geographical and social isolation, a strong cultural identity, in-group
marriage, and the preservation of Danish and Danish cultural norms.
With this project, which has taken us to Utah and Sanpete County
for fieldwork spanning two summers, we aim to give voice to this
group, and to demonstrate the non-hegemonic and non-generalizable
elements of their contributions to both the history and modern-day
life in the American West.
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“Car Bum Brothers”
The West Coast Escapades
of Svend and Folmer Hansen
1923-4
Transcribed, translated, and annotated by
Erik S. Hansen and Rikke Utoft Hansen Olsen
Preface
Many contributors have added signature elements to the story of
the “Car Bum Brothers.” Some of these were the original instigators
of action during events that
transpired over an eighteenmonth period, from January 1923
to May 1924, while brothers Svend
and Folmer Hansen were on the
road traveling in the western
states. This they did for the most
part in a Model T Ford they bought
for fifty dollars and aﬀectionately
called “Our Lizzie.” The cast of
characters from that time includes
a range of immigrant Danes and
their oﬀspring who lived scattered
in Danish enclaves up and down
the West Coast. Lutheran pastors
are present by name, as they
seek to apply their theology in
ways that will be meaningful to
Svend and Folmer in their overcoats
immigrant and American alike.
in Tyler, MN, ready to hit the road.
Added to this ethnic community is
the ebb and flow of day laborers—
from boxcar hobos to the honestly unemployed—seeking seasonal
jobs and staying in work camps or adjoining automobile parks and
tenements.
There are men and women of simple hearts and minds. And there
are scoundrels. Faceless hatemongers of the Ku Klux Klan make a
midnight appearance. True to form, hidden in anonymity, their threats
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and taunts are chilling even when glimpsed at a distance. Similar
coercive tactics and outright violence are also used by American
Legionnaires fresh oﬀ the first Armistice Day celebrations at the end of
World War I. The residual eﬀects of these kinds of intimidation leave
a lasting mark on workplace dynamics. They account for the presence
of, and sympathy for, labor organizers of the IWW (Industrial Workers
of the World), the so-called “Wobblies,” as they make their case for
economic and social justice in a charged political atmosphere.
There are truth seekers and the enemies of truth. In all, they can
be said to represent the best and worst of America’s past. But mostly
these pages reflect the straightforward lives of hopeful though hungry
young men looking for nothing more than a way to earn enough
money to buy the next meal or put a roof over their heads.
Other contributors conserved various parts of the story by saving
documents, retelling tales, transcribing and translating them. This is
nothing more or less than the host of people who preserve any kind of
knowledge of the past, if and when it is preserved at all. It presupposes
also the interest of the present generation to appreciate or merely
ponder long enough to want to know what happened in our world
before we got here. No record will last long without an audience to
supply a curiosity about preceding events. As to a list of participants
for all of these roles, I hesitate to name names except as they are
identified in this narrative of letters and recollected stories. Many are
responsible for various and valuable details, or for the story being
told at all. Similar gratitude also is directed to those who provided
inspiration and encouragement in assembling the various elements of
this story into what, it is hoped, is a comprehensible whole.
Nonetheless, those who share and deserve the real credit must
be named. They are, of course, the lead characters. Svend Hansen
was seven years older than his brother Folmer, who was born in 1900.
Their father, Christian Hansen, also figures in the action, at least as it
is documented in correspondence between father and sons. He adds
the view of the immigrant generation, as well as the parental voice.
He may in fact be the very reason any record of contact survived.
Always eager to hear from his boys, he both saved and collected most
of the letters quoted here, and he probably prompted all of them. He
continually implores, if not outright admonishes, his two sons to write
home and tell of their travels. In addition, excerpts from his letters are
included to provide context and continuity to the story.
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A couple years ago, thanks to interest rekindled by Svend’s
daughter, Rikke Hansen Olsen, a written transcription of segments
from the West Coast trip emerged. As Rikke notes: “Perhaps it is
because my father died in 1956 when I was only nine years old. For
whatever reason, I always liked it when my Uncle Folmer would tell
me about my dad. Especially fun were the tales of the trip they took
together to California in the 1920s when they lived the life of ‘car
bums.’ I decided to transcribe portions of the tapes so it would be
easier for my children to learn about their grandfather whom they, of
course, never knew. I tried to remain true to the fact that this is an oral
history and I tried to remain true to Uncle Folmer’s ‘flavor.’”
Simultaneous to the transcription of this recollected version of the
trip—made from scratchy, cassette tape recordings—another cache
was discovered. A bundle of some fifty letters was found tucked away
in the inevitable collection of cardboard boxes and steamer trunks
holding the memorabilia passed down to us after our parents died.
These letters were bound by a string with a note: Svend + Folmers
Rejsebreve fra Vestkysten (Svend + Folmer’s Travel Letters from the West
Coast.)
All these letters are written in Danish, most of them in Svend
Hansen’s hand. A few others, usually shorter and less detailed, were
added or dictated by Folmer. Complementing these are intermittent
prompts and/or responses from their father Christian Hansen, who
waited at home in Tyler, Minnesota, for word from his two sons. This
documentary record provided another perspective on the travels in
1923-4. Not surprisingly, it confirmed much of what had been told. But
occasionally the letters add context as well as alternate commentary or
sequence to events recounted in the oral narrative. And they expand
the horizon to include the perceptions of the older brother and that of
their father. Further, the letters reflect the elapsed time on the trip, not
to mention the moods and emotions of two young men out on their
own, still trying to hold on to their Danish heritage while at the same
time being drawn into the changing fabric of American life.
As to Svend and Folmer, during most of the years of their early
and middle adulthood, until both eventually married and raised
families after the age of forty, they shared virtually everything in their
lives. This partnership went right down to personal items, socks and
underwear, even money. That they later owned a business together
is not a surprise. Nor is it unexpected they ultimately would disband
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the business venture and follow separate paths. For in many ways
they were opposites. By their own admission, they argued constantly.
Svend was the artist, musician, writer, baseball player. Folmer was
the handyman, accustomed to manual labor already at an early age—
fifteen, a boy really—when he stopped school and hired out as a farm
hand. He learned to harness and handle horses, yet he would as easily
put his nose in a book at the earliest opportunity and keep it there
until late at night.
The brothers remained life-long friends and shared passions of
the heart, even while both suﬀered from faulty mechanics of that
same vital human organ. Svend lived only to age sixty-three, and died
in January 1956, while Folmer, thanks to advances in treatments for
heart disease, had an additional twenty years added to his life by an
artificial heart valve. He died at eighty-three years of age in 1984. They
lie buried now, side by side with spouses Ellyn and Elsie, on the same
shared plot in the cemetery at Danebod, in Tyler, Minnesota, adjacent
to the fields of the home farm where they were born and grew up.
Folmer’s Version of the Story
In 19221 at Christmas time Svend came home from Park Falls,
and we decided we were going to go to California. It was the biggest
adventure of my life. We decided we would go to Solvang first, of
course, because there we had a friend, Sigvald Martensen, who was
working in a store there, and we had a stopping place there with his
uncle. It was a natural.
So we went to Omaha, and we got a train to Los Angeles. We
chose to take the slow train because we had more stopover time. That
way we would stop in Denver for a couple hours one day at noon, and
the next day we would spend all day in Salt Lake City and that would
give us a wonderful chance to see that town. That’s the reason we took
the slow train. We did take a Pullman so we could sleep in a bed.
We left Omaha. I don’t remember exactly what time of the day, but
at any rate about eleven o’clock at night we came through Kearney,
Nebraska, and who should be there at the depot to see us and say hello
but Holger Nielsen who was going to school at a college in Kearney.
We spent probably twenty minutes with him there while the train was
stopped and that was fun. We went to bed, and in the morning we
woke up in western Nebraska. I remember when we woke up we saw
27

Scott’s Bluﬀ which was quite a butte of a rock which was really my
first impression of the mountains although it’s not a mountain at all.
It’s just bedrock sticking up in the air a few hundred feet.
We got to Cheyenne by noon. We thought we would go sightseeing,
which we did. We got some lunch to eat someplace and went up to the
capitol. It was the first capitol I’d ever seen. The legislature was in
session, and it was interesting for the first time to see how legislatures
work. My first impression was it took forever and a day. In many
cases, they were apparently arguing about nothing. Actually, after we
had been up to the capitol for an hour or so we got back on the train.
We hadn’t gone very far before I saw a big mountain sticking
up, and it took us half the afternoon to get around that mountain.
That was the first time I’d seen real mountains and how far they were
and what the distances were. I suppose when we first saw it, it was
probably thirty miles away, and when we got to the other side, it was
probably forty miles back again. When we’d gone around it, we’d
probably gone about a hundred miles or so. Anyway, that impressed
me very much.
Then we went on, and we didn’t get to Salt Lake City before
sometime during the night. In the morning when we woke up, we
were in Salt Lake City parked on the siding. The train was going to stay
there all day. Anyway, we had time to go sightseeing all day, which we
did. We got the whole Mormon pitch. From the shadow echo I heard
the so-called pin fall across the room, but I think it must have been a
six-penny nail. It was most interesting. They gave us the whole pitch
on their religion, and I was much more interested a couple years ago
when Elsie and I went back and they still do the same job only with
all kinds of mechanical gadgets such as tapes and pictures and movies
and whatnot. They try to sell you very much on their religion which I
don’t blame them. It’s their right. Like Holger Nielsen said, it’s pretty
much an Old Testament religion.
We had a beautiful day. It was now the first part of January. In Salt
Lake City they had so much water. They just simply flood the streets
in the morning. About four inches of water came down the streets
and washed them clean. I have the feeling that Salt Lake City is the
cleanest city in the country. Whether it’s true or not, that’s the feeling I
have. We stayed in Salt Lake City all day sightseeing. At night when it
got dark, we went back to the train and went to bed.
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I don’t know when we left during the night. At any rate, in the
morning when we woke up, we were going south through Utah, and
the only thing that was interesting to me that day was that at that time
the Southern Pacific did not have diners on the train. They stopped
every six hours or so for meals. I understand - if I remember anyway that Howard Johnson Restaurants were started by the Southern Pacific
to feed the traveling public, and we had good meals along the way.
One thing that happened that day that I remember was at one
point all of a sudden the train stopped out in the middle of nowhere.
We discovered what it was, there was a siding there, by what must
have been a section house. The thing we stopped for was apparently
three or four guys had gotten on the passenger train, and they were
bumming their way right back to the tender, and they got kicked oﬀ
there. We lost sight of them. We looked down the line to see what was
going on. That was my first observation of hobos and bums on that
trip which I got to be much more acquainted with later. I remember I
felt sorry for them being kicked oﬀ that train out there in the middle
of nowhere. They would have to either catch another freight train or
something out of there, if they were going to get out of there . . . or
walk out of there. There was hundreds of miles ahead and behind. I
remember I felt sorry for the poor devils. They got kicked oﬀ in the
cold.
In the morning when we woke up after that day, we were, I
remember, in the bunk, and we rolled up the curtains in our car to
see out, and here out our windows was orange groves and green,
and here we had come from winter the day before and we’re now
in summer. I was in ecstasy of excitement about that whole thing of
coming to California where things were green and the oranges were
hanging on the trees.
We got to Los Angeles, by the way, that morning, and I don’t
remember much. That day is pretty hazy. I don’t remember too much
about it. We were exploring downtown Los Angeles, and Los Angeles,
like all other cities, are pretty much alike downtown. It was good
though because later on I got to live in Los Angeles, and I got to know
the town pretty well. So this was a good chance to learn something
about it the first time.
The next day we took a train to Santa Barbara. That afternoon we
called on a friend of Svend’s by the name of Thomsen. He had been a
butcher in Tyler for a number of years and was a good friend of Svend’s.
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Postcard mailed to their father from Los Angeles January 13, 1923.
Dear Dad, We arrived here in Los Angeles this morning in good
shape. I think next we will go to Santa Barbara on Monday.
The weather is beautiful, but we think the city is almost too big.
Greetings to all. Folmer and Svend
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Hostel room in LA YMCA.

I didn’t know them exactly, but they invited us over for dinner, and I
remember one thing about it: it was my first introduction to broccoli.
I’d never seen broccoli before, and I was introduced to that at their
home. Of course, what they were doing was they were showing us
some of the California vegetables. We had a nice evening there. I don’t
remember just exactly how or when we left, but we finally ended up in
Gaviota. Sigvald Martensen was there with his truck, which belonged
to his boss Axel Nielsen, and he took us to Solvang. There we stayed
the first night with Sigvald’s uncle, Christian Jensen. Ingeborg2 was
there, too. She had come to help Christian Jensen’s wife die. In other
words, she’d been nursing her until she died. I stayed there for all
winter—I stayed from this time on from January ‘til May. I worked for
Christian Jensen for a while, and then he didn’t have any more work.
I got a job on a farm. Anyway, what we did at Christian Jensen’s—
we made irrigation tile. They were about eight-inch tile—cement
tile—, and they were made like sewer tile so you could overlap them
and you could seal them. And this was my job: I was to mix up some
cement with a mold in a box, and then when I got it all done and
ready, then I put it in forms. These forms were about two-and-a-half
to three feet long. They dried ‘til the next day. Then, I took them out
and made some more. These apparently were used in the irrigation
part, especially where they irrigated alfalfa. Irrigation in California at
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that time was mainly from the river. I think most of their water was
pumped up. I don’t remember any free-flowing water there.
Solvang was a little western town. It was a dead, lazy town. I
noticed first of all when I came there that the horses always came with
their heads down walking. This was interesting because when I had
seen the horses out on the plains in Wyoming and Utah and so on,
they always came along with their tail up and their head up like they
were full of life. But the California horses had gotten the California
culture; they’d slowed down. They could run, of course they could, and
they were well-trained. All the area around Solvang was primarily, at
that time, cattle country. Except in the Valley, all the hills were cattle
country. You would see the Mexican cowboys come through Solvang
everyday just at a walk. Hardly ever trotting a horse. Just slow and
easy.
Anyway, before that, in Solvang I had a wonderful, wonderful
winter. Svend had gone first when we got there. He’d gone up to
Atterdag, the folk school, and they were having some kind of short
course and he took that in. He had an interesting time there. Evald
Christensen was a housefather at the school at that time, and, of
course, we knew him from Tyler. He was a housefather at Danebod
the year I was there as a student so I knew him real well.
From Svend
Pasadena, Calif. Feb. 22, 1923
Dear Dad,
You’re no doubt waiting every day to hear from us,
and now I’ll try to tell what we have done that might be of
interest. The day after Fastelavn3 I left the school [Atterdag
Folk School] in Solvang, not because I was tired of being
there but because I thought it was high time I got out
and made some money again. First let me tell something
from the time before I left. At the school the student
numbers had risen to 16, though which ought to have
been three times 16. There was a lot of life at the school,
where basketball was played to a pretty high standard,
even though all the other players were immigrants. The
school newspaper also was very entertaining. It got read
aloud every Saturday evening, and it was interesting to
32

see everything that got written for it. It was just as long as
the one at Grand View and certainly just about as good.
I came to enjoy Pastor Christensen more and more, and
his lectures were excellent. He had just told about Russia
and Africa and was about to begin on India when I left.
In Danish Literature he lectured about Baggesen, Ewald,
Blicher, H.C. Andersen, Øchlenslæger [sic] and Paulludan
[sic] Møller and some others whose names I can’t recall at
the moment.
Folmer is or was still out with Th. Jorgensen cutting
wood. I haven’t heard from him since I left. He’s now
gotten involved in playing basketball and knows most of
the young people in Solvang, so he probably doesn’t have
anything against staying there some time yet.
Fastelavn Monday the pig was butchered and a major
celebration of some note was held. In the afternoon the
cat got knocked out of the barrel and after that were more
games. I won one contest that was an obstacle course. You
began by walking on your hands and one leg and then
balancing on the other leg and then jumping over a box
and finally crawling under the pommel horse; then it was
over another box and then down into the vaulting box that
had the top lifted oﬀ, where you had to write down six
words and sign your name. The one who could do all that
won. It took me thirty seconds, one second less than some
others. The prize was Evald Kr[istensen’s] book, The United
States, Land and People, which was a valuable prize. In the
evening there was a procession with the Cat King and
people in Fastelavn’s costumes and other things. I played
the music. Young people from the area were invited
along and they enjoyed seeing that kind of parade for the
first time. Folmer joined in, too, and was dressed up as a
woman. You can imagine how funny he looked. Pastor Kr.
said he looked a lot like Gudrun [their sister—other people
identified by first names usually are various family members].
I left Solvang then for Los Angeles together with
Chris Brorson, who had to go to Fresno after a couple
days in Los Angeles. It was hard again, though, to find
work. Brorson got me acquainted with some people at the
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Young People’s meeting Thursday evening in Los Angeles.
Among others I got to know the man I now work for,
whose name is Møller. He’s a contractor here in Pasadena,
and my job for the most part is concrete work. It’s hard to
get used to that kind of thing again, but I have lasted four
days now. Good thing there aren’t ten but only eight hours
in the workday. I’m grateful for having good health and
strength to make it all not so bad. Yes, I could go on and
on but will save the rest for next time. A loving greeting to
you and all in the family from Svend
The weather’s quite warm here, so no problem
working up a sweat to get rid of any laziness. Send my
mail to Solvang, then I’ll have it forwarded where I end
up. I haven’t heard about my exam yet [a civil service exam.]
I have written to Santa Barbara about a window-trimming
job I saw advertised.
From Chr. Hansen
Tyler, Mar. 2nd 1923
Dear Svend,
Thanks for your long letter, for which I have been
waiting a long time, and since in closing you indicate you
have more to write about, I will allow myself the hope that
soon I will be hearing from you again, unless of course
your fingers get too sore from using unfamiliar tools.
Well, yes, I know the problem from my own experience.
I stacked “laths” in a sawmill in Muskegon, Mich, when
I first had arrived from Denmark, and the first evening
my hands were full of blisters, but I held out 5 days until
the end of the week. Monday morning I started as a
“teamster” at a diﬀerent sawmill where the work wasn’t
so hard on my hands. Daily wage at that time was $1.25
(room and board $4.00 per week.)
The Møller you work for in Pasadena, is that Carl
Møller 1615 Kirkwood Ave who is president of the
congregation in Pasadena? His name and address is listed
in the organization’s annual report.
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Johan has bought a milk machine (De Lavell) and they
will have 16 cows to milk by summer. Jens B. is milking
18 now. We of course were out there for Karen’s birthday.
Herdis can walk all alone now but it will take some time
before she can gallop about and jump and dance like
Valborg since she is still as awkward as V. now is light on
her feet.
A request has come for you and Folmer and to all
old Grand View students from Tarnow to contribute
(enclosed here). Ingeborg B. is taking Drawing—Painting
classes at Grand View. She otherwise is looking for a job
as house help in Des Moines. Otherwise nothing new of
importance. We are all well.
Friendly greetings from Dad
I haven’t heard a word from Folmer.
I got another job after I got through with the tile. I got a job on a
farm across the river from Solvang. You had to go over the bridge from
Solvang. Then you got to the Alisal Ranch and the road went through
the ranch which is a very big ranch—probably many thousand acres.
At any rate, the farm I worked at was down the river from this so I’d
go first to get across the river. I’d open a gate and go down about a half
mile and open another gate and then you’d be on the farm you worked
on - going through the Alisal pasture in the meantime. This farmer
had cows. He milked cows, and he had pigs. The first thing new to
me was you didn’t live with the farmer like you do in Minnesota. You
don’t live in a home, the home place. You live in a bunkhouse. And
the bunkhouse - even though I was only one man in there - was a
building by itself and underneath the building the pigs liked to lie
because that was nice and cool in there. So one thing was bad about
that was that the pigs had fleas so you got so infested with fleas. That
was the biggest problem of all.
While I was there, the pasture we had for our cows was out in
the river. The river was only about four inches deep, except when
there was a cold spell it was three or four feet deep. That would be the
deepest any place. So whenever you had to get the cows, you took the
pony and you rode out to get them. That was my first experience of
riding horse with a neck rein. They never said “Gid-up.” You gave it
a little touch with a heel and that was all there was to it. Then you just
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neck-reined. I really think they knew more about cattle getting home
than I did.
In the river—I discovered by going out to get the cattle—there
were some big fish, what we called salmon. Fish about four feet long
weighing about twenty to thirty pounds. You could scare them from
one deep hole when you rode a horse into the hole. Then, it would go
upstream and there would only be four inches of water. I got the big
idea that I could get one of those things if I got a pitchfork along out.
So for quite a while I took a pitchfork along out to get the cows, but I
never did manage to get one speared. They were fast - faster than the
horse. I think poor people would sit there. One of them could sit on
shore and spear it, but I could never catch ‘em on a horse.
Another interesting thing was the deer would come down to
the river to drink. So quite often at dusk when I was getting cows
in, a whole flock of deer would come down to drink which made
it interesting. The hills, I would say, were probably 500 feet high or
something like that right there where the deer would go up those hills
“lickety-cut” when I scared them.
One thing that did happen that might be interesting: One day I
went up in the brush to go to the toilet, and I got my whole butt into
poison oak. I got so infested with poison oak—it’s just like poison
ivy—and I was so swollen on my bottom that I couldn’t wear pants.
I remember I plowed the field, and I was dragging it and walked out
there in the field without any pants on at all. I just could not stand to
have them on. It was so swollen. I probably should have gone to the
doctor, but I don’t think I did.
It might be interesting to know that Sigvald Martinsen’s boss—
Axel and Clara Nielsen—their father was a brother to Knud Lund in
Tyler. So we had some kind of connection there, we knew people in
common. But they took me in because Sigvald had been there for a
year, and he had been accepted as a friend of everybody. Here we had
a group of young people—I’d say about a group of twenty, twentyfive people—who did things together. I was introduced to them. Axel
Nielsen had a store. He was a very generous person, so he would
for instance on a Sunday take a whole bunch of these kids—young
people—along and go out to the ocean, and we’d have steaks like I’d
never had before over the grill. He made a grill out of some kind of old
register from a furnace. Anyway, he had a grill, and we’d build a great
big bonfire and burn down the wood that we had, the driftwood out
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by the ocean, and get some real beautiful coals and we had steaks out
of this world. This was my introduction to barbequed steaks.
In the same way, there were some Sundays where we’d go up in
the mountains and have a picnic. One day we were almost to Santa
Barbara up in the pass. At that time we could only drive through
with horses; you couldn’t drive a car through. We were way up. One
time we went to Zaca Lake. In the mountains there was a lake. At
that time it was just a wilderness spot. The last time when Elsie and I
were there, there was a restaurant there and we went up there and we
had dinner. It was really a treat for me because I was back in my old
haunts. Incidentally, they gave me a free dinner because I’d been there
so many years ago.
From Chr. Hansen
Tyler, 14 Feb., 1923
Dear Svend and Folmer,
Thanks for the letter. I hope you both are happy where
you are, one at the school and one on the farm (or maybe
it’s not accurate to speak of a “ranch” as a farm.) It could
be interesting by the way to hear something about life on a
ranch: Is it diﬀerent than life on a farm? How do you think
you did on your civil service oﬃcer exam, Svend (or, at
least, maybe in the meantime to be oﬃcer’s assistant?) for
no doubt it takes some time to hear what will come of it.
I can let you know that we now have promises from
both a pastor and folk school director by next Aug. or Sept.
It’s the two Alfreds, Jensen and Nielsen. Alfred Nielsen
had told the folk school board he would move here, and
yesterday we accepted his oﬀer. Everyone seemed eager to
vote for him. There must have been some 300 people at the
meeting.
On that occasion folk school director Kvale from
Norway gave a lecture, and again Sunday afternoon. He
will also visit Solvang eventually, but it probably won’t
be until the school term there is finished. We were very
happy with him; it was like a fresh breeze coming down
from the Norwegian mountains. He’s an engaging speaker,
one who you can’t help but listen to. Still it’s tiring to
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maintain attention for two solid hours, as was the case
Sunday in the church. Toward the end I got worn out and
struggled to keep up with him, but still I had no idea that
he’d spoken for over two hours. Humor and seriousness
were easily mixed together, also in his animated face and
voice. His way of speaking reminds me of Højbjerg’s. He
doesn’t exactly follow the same thread from beginning
to end, so as to follow along easily though in such a way
as to sense sometimes where it will lead. Maybe a better
way to describe it is that he picks up diﬀerent threads, one
after the other, and follows them to a point where they
all combine into a common and tightly woven knot. This
method though makes the whole seem a bit disconnected.
When he has one thread tied in, you don’t know if he will
jump to another and try to tie that in, too, or just how
many threads it will take to completely surround and
tie up his topic. You just never know when he’s reached
the end. But beyond that it’s just enjoyable to be around
him, you never are bored when he’s in the room. He also
will visit Nysted, where he was a teacher 17 years ago.
He speaks a Norwegian similar to Kirkeberg, easy to
understand.
Anders and Anna have lost their little boy who died of
lung congestion and pneumonia. He’d just turned one year
old the 6th of Feb.
Today it’s Hans Johansen’s birthday, so I must go over
and give him my good wishes even though it’s really cold.
Last night it was down between 25 and 30 below.
Mother’s birthday I celebrated down with Sigrid. We
have also recently celebrated Johan’s and Jens’s birthday,
and the 22nd it is Christian’s in Nysted. I’ve already sent a
greeting to him to make sure it didn’t arrive late, as was
the case last year. Now I’ll end and send a loving greeting
to you both from
Dad
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From Svend
Pasadena, Calif. Mar. 5, 1923
Dear Dad,
Many thanks for the good, long letter that I had
forwarded by Folmer a few days ago. It was written the
14th of Feb. It was good you got the promises from both
a pastor and folk school president that you long have
sought. I know the two Alfreds from G.V.C. and hope that
they both will enjoy working at Danebod.
You ask about my exam. Yes, so far no word on the
result, either forth or back, so it looks like it will be a long
story. I hope I’ll hear something soon; it’s now been a
month since I took it. Whether I passed or not I’m not so
sure. I’m still doing construction work and don’t have any
good prospects for a position I’ve applied for.
I was at the Young People’s meeting last Wednesday
evening and on the same occasion signed up as a member
in the Pasadena Young People’s Society. They are talking
about building a meeting hall next summer. Now they
get together in various homes. Some older people are also
members. Five or six joined at the last meeting. There I
got to talking with Fred Bovbjerg, the brother of Mads B.
in Tyler. I can barely remember that Bovbjergs left Tyler
many years ago. They must have had a number of sons, as
he said there was a whole nest full of boys.
He has an important position with a grocery company
that has a number of stores here in the city. He had told
my boss Mr. Møller that he had a job vacant that I could
fill. But since I really don’t want to stay in that line of
work, I didn’t think it would help to take the position.
They wanted someone to do the accounting and stay on
permanently, and I really didn’t like saying that I would
stay longer when I know that what I really want is to get
back to my real occupation. Of course it would have been a
better job than the one I have now for the time being.
I hope I can hear Kvale speak soon. He’s sure to come
to Los Angeles, which of course is near here. It costs 29¢
each way on the electric streetcar.
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It was sad to hear that Anders and Anna’s little boy
died. I haven’t written to Andy since I left but now it is at
the top of my list.
So you’re having a hard winter. It’s hard to think
of such a thing when one goes around in shirtsleeves
sweating every day. I just wish you could also enjoy the
warm sunshine we have just about every day. I recently
had a letter from Bob. He writes they had a big snowstorm
the 14th of Feb. No trains for three days. He wrote that the
mayor of Park Falls had died. Too much moonshine was
the cause. Another man up there who made moonshine
and sold it had gone completely blind from drinking too
much of it.
I feel kind of lonesome here. I’m all alone and the
evenings can be a bit depressing. I usually go to bed
around nine o’clock so that I can be sure to wake up in
the morning. Work begins at 8 o’clock, with a half hour
for lunch and then quitting time at 4:30. Folmer wrote a
few lines. He was going to go to work for Jensen, Sigvald’s
uncle, with the cement plant. Hope you all are well.
A loving greeting from your Svend
From Folmer
Solvang, Calif. 3 – 9 – 23
Dear Dad,
I have been bad about writing, but Svend has of course
written and so there wasn’t much more for me to write
about. I had a letter from him today but; he didn’t write
anything you don’t already know.
I’m working for Sigvald’s uncle for now. We make
drainage tile. We probably have enough to do for now
though I don’t know how long. I hope Svend soon finds a
more permanent place since it would be nice if we could
be together, though not because I have any special desire
to leave Solvang, but I know he gets lonesome the way
things are now.
I have been really happy to be in Solvang where there
is really an active life. On Sunday school is over and then
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comes school for older people. Kristensen is very well
liked in town and at the school. I think he has gotten
somewhat better than he was when he was at Danebod.
Ingeborg is in Santa Barbara now. She is working at a
hospital so the house here is occupied by three bachelors.
Jensen is an excellent cook. I read your letter to Svend and
sent it on to him in Pasadena.
Thanks for everything you send, I get just as much out
of it as Svend. Friendly greetings to you Dad and greet all
the others.
Your Folmer
In May of all things that should happen was that my Sunday
clothes were getting so old that one night we were walking around
and the bottom end of my pants went out all of a sudden—just came
apart like a gunny sack, and it was threadbare, nothing left. I could not
fix it. They were the only pair of Sunday pants I had. Incidentally, we
didn’t have much money in those days. So, I decided that I couldn’t
stay in Solvang any more. I had to get out of there.
Svend had moved by that time. He was in Richmond, California.
Svend had gone to Richmond, California, after having been for a
while in Modesto where he worked for J. C. Penney. But, he didn’t like
J. C. Penney so he moved there. He’d gotten a job with Standard Oil
which paid pretty good, and he thought I should come to Richmond,
too, and we would put our things together and make a pair of it.
Incidentally, from that time on, until Svend was married, we never
had any money apart. Everything was in common. Even our clothes
were in common. The only thing I had that was not his was my suit
and my shoes and my hat. Shirts, underwear and whatnot, we wore
either one. We were the same size. We wore each other’s, and we
shared each other’s money. If he took a girl to a show, I paid half the
bill and vice versa. That worked out for all the years from 1923-36.4
We never had an argument about money. We argued about everything
else under the sun, but we never fought about money. Strange, isn’t it?
Isn’t that something that we could share and share alike?
Anyway, I got a train. I should say, the night before I left, they had
a party for me in Solvang, and I didn’t have any clothes. Sip5 had just
bought a new suit, and he was about my size too, so I got to wear his
suit the first time it was worn. I always thought that was very, very
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generous of him to let me wear his suit before he ever had it on. Svend
had sent me a pair of pants so I could have something to wear going
to Richmond.
From Svend
Pasadena, Calif. March 22, ‘23
Dear Dad,
You deserve many, many thanks for the letter, which
should have been answered before, but which I postponed
in the hope that things had worked out such that I could
report more meaningful news, but that dragged on so I’ll
write anyway.
That news had to do with a position I am seeking.
I answered an advertisement I had read in a Display
Journal I subscribe to, though without a great hope that
it would get answered, at least not immediately. Then a
week ago I got a telegram answer from J.C. Penney Co
(Inc) St. Louis, Mo., which controls some 375 stores in
various cities and which has its headquarters in St. Louis,
and said that their store in Modesto needed a man as
window trimmer, and so on, with experience, and that
they would send “particulars by mail.” So I telegraphed
the Modesto store and told them that I’d gotten a telegram
from St. Louis and that I would write by mail as soon as
the “particulars” reached me. Thursday a letter and packet
arrived explaining the company’s business practices and so
on, and it looked pretty good. They give their best clerks
the opportunity to become store managers and get a third
share of stock in the store, but I won’t explain all that now,
when we had better first see the end result.
I have sent my application to Modesto and asked for
$35 a week, which should be reasonable enough. I await
an answer tomorrow or Saturday and hope to get the
position. Modesto is a city of between 9 and 10 thousand
people and lies between Fresno and San Francisco. It is
just the size of city that I’m looking for. I also applied for
a position in Riverside, Calif. about 10 days ago, but I
haven’t had an answer yet and don’t know if I’ll get on
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since they advertised, in addition to “display work,” for
someone who also could handle advertising, and I don’t
have experience in that.
It’s steady going with construction work, which I’m
used to now. You should see how sunburned I am. I had
to take my ring oﬀ because my fingers had gotten so thick
from rough work. That kind of job can be good enough,
but I’m ready to get back to my own field as soon as
possible. . . . I had a short letter from Folmer recently. He’s
probably just as interested in my prospects as I am, since
he plans to move in with me when I get a regular position.
I just wish I had him as a conversation companion, since I
don’t get out much. It’s not so easy to get acquainted here
in the city as it is for example in Solvang. There it doesn’t
take long to get known and the hospitality cuts a wide
swath.
On Saturday evening the Young People’s Society has
a Ball and of course I’ll have to join that and see if I can
entertain myself if I don’t dance so much. Karl Møller
is president of the congregation in Los Ang. Pastor
Marchman I don’t know so well yet. He hasn’t been well
lately and has had a “nervous breakdown.”
I see in the paper you have had a blizzard in the
Midwestern states. That’s something the papers like to
write about here and you often see big headlines on the
front page, so then everyone can say, “No, at least it’s
better weather here.”
So Johan has gotten a milking machine. You have to
congratulate him on that. It’s not so easy to sit and tug at
a cow’s teats while the buzzing flies get worse and worse
and while one is tired after a long workday in the fields.
Loving greetings to you, dear Dad, and to all of yours
and mine at Danebod.
Your Svend
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Modesto, Calif. 3/29 – 1923
Dear Dad,
I’ve now been here four days working hard both
early and late. We work Monday, Wednesday, and Friday
evening, that is to say, the shop is closed, so it’s stock work
and window trimming.
You can greet Sigrid [his sister] and tell her that from
my point of view she need not be worried that I’ll take up
residency out west “for good.” The more I travel around,
the more certain I am that I belong in the Midwestern
states, and in those as close to Tyler as possible. It’s neither
weather conditions or nice fields that make a person
happy. No, I think it’s the social life together, people
with whom you can talk and share philosophies of life,
notwithstanding bad blizzards or biting cold.
Now you shouldn’t understand that as a sign that
I’m tired of being out here. That’s far from the case. It’s
valuable seeing everything out here, including many
interesting people. For example, Solvang is the one place
I’ve been that I really liked. I had a letter from Folmer
the other day. He still has work there and is doing well,
though he doesn’t write much more than that. I hope he
has written a proper letter to you . . . .
The Salvation Army has set up shop just under my
window with music and speeches—a strange behavior
they have, I sometimes think, but they do much good I
guess in their own way. So I don’t know if there is much
else to relate this time.
Greetings to all from your devoted Svend
Young Men’s Christian Association
Oakland, California 4-14-23
Dear Dad,
It’s been an awfully long time since you have heard
from me. It all ended up that I got sick and tired of my job
in Modesto and got the urge to move on and came over
here. In the first part of the week I visited Geo. Young in
Berkeley, who is now married with a baby of 10 months.
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You’ll remember that he was one of my best friends in
Texas.
We had many good evening conversations during
that week. We discussed all our mutual experiences. He
is working for Standard Oil Co., which has a big plant in
Richmond, north of Berkeley. That is to say all the cities
here by the Golden Gate kind of run together as one large
city. He said it could be I could also get work at Standard
Oil Co. So I went out there yesterday, Friday, and got hired
after they questioned and examined me and found me to
be healthy and whole. They also took a picture of me, so
it was almost like both being inducted into the army and
being put into the state prison.
I got a job as carpenter’s helper and started today,
though I have oﬀ this afternoon as they usually only work
half a day on Saturday. My foreman told me that as far as
he knew I’d be making $5.60 per day for eight hours, so
that’s not so bad. It is cheaper to live here than in Modesto
so it will all equal out. Standard has a number of baseball
teams that play after working hours. There must be about
three thousand employees out there. I hear they also
have a band and other teams. They also have a cafeteria.
The employees seem to be in good spirits and are hard
workers. I wrote to Folmer today and told him about the
conditions here so it’s possible he’ll get the urge to come
up and live with me. He has nothing to do at the moment
since Jensen doesn’t have any more contracts even though
waiting to get one soon. I miss him in my spare time.
Yesterday was thirteen years since our dear mother
was called from us, and we have missed her many, many
times in those thirteen years. How special and wonderful
it would have been to be able to keep her. Especially now
that we all are spread in various directions, you and she
would have enjoyed having each other. But we don’t know
God’s ways, just that following His will is best, and we
give thanks that He let us keep our mother long enough as
we grew older so that we all can remember her with love. I
wish we all could sing from the heart, as Mother would do
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in her favorite song “I’ve felt I’m drawn into Paradise one
day.”6
I hope you all are well and that things are good at
home. No doubt soon the grass will be greening and trees
leafing out. We don’t pay so much notice to spring here.
The San Francisco climate I think is wonderful, not
nearly so humid as in Pasadena and Modesto. The Bay
here with all the steamships is beautiful. The Golden Gate
is just as scenic as you can imagine from all the pictures
of it. I think there is a Danish Young People’s Home in
San Francisco and even a Danish United Church. But our
synod doesn’t seem to have a church here, as I can tell . . . .
You maybe think I’m stupid to leave a position like
I had in Modesto. But what use is it to stay there when a
person is out of sorts and unsatisfied. I hope I get Folmer
up here and that we can live here for a longer period.
A loving greeting to you dear Dad from your Svend
Richmond, Calif. April 19, 1923
Dear Dad,
I received your letter today, which as always is
welcome, and you deserve thanks for the information
about the various congregations. I am now about a dozen
miles from Oakland and can ride the streetcar into the city
so I’ll see if I can get word about the location and time for
church. You don’t need to forward the American Legion
Weekly to me.
Today I received word from my examination and I
passed, though just barely. My grade was 69.90. It takes
a 70 for all others other than ex-service people to pass.
Ex-service people only need to reach 65 points so I just
squeaked by and now am on the “eligible” list, and as
far as I can figure out from the papers I got I am next on
the list for selection, unless other names are sent in with
higher “standing” before I get picked or rather oﬀered a
place. My salary would be $1400 a year to begin with. As I
recall one gets 30 days paid vacation every year. If I should
get such a position, it would be possible for me either to
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have an “evening job” or to study in night school. We’ll see
what time brings; for now I have work with a good salary
and am not in need. We don’t work terribly hard and the
workday is short so I’m not so tired when I come home at
night.
Yes, it sounds like Folmer is having a good time, as
they call it. No doubt he has some good friends in Solvang.
Still I think it’s his plan to move over to me if I can just stay
in one place long enough. He wouldn’t have any diﬃculty
finding work here in this area.
Thanks for all the greetings both from Uncle Marinus
[Chr. Hansen’s brother in Denmark] and Mads Bollesen and
I ask you greet them back from me. If you’ll send Aunt
Maren’s address [also in Denmark] I think I’ll try to write to
her. Now I can tell her about Calif., which in Denmark no
doubt also is known as a wonderland.
Hope you now are having fine spring weather at
home. Greetings to the whole flock from your ever faithful
Svend
You no doubt think I’ll end up as a tramp the way
I move from place to place. I hope it’s not that bad. I
traveled via Frisco to Modesto. Stopped in Fresno on
Sunday.
Richmond, Calif. Saturday, May 5, 1923
Dear Dad,
Thanks for the letter that arrived yesterday and also
for Dannevirke, which came today. I also had a letter from
Folmer, who will arrive here tomorrow, which of course
I’m happy for. Things have gotten bad for him in Solvang
recently and his Sunday trousers have a six-inch rip in
them, so he’s not very happy. I had a letter from him about
a week ago and he was tired of the place and “disgusted.”
I wrote to him that he should come up here to me instead
where there is a reasonably good chance of getting work
for good pay. It was his answer that came today with word
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that he was leaving Gaviota tonight and so now I’ll be
happy to see him tomorrow.
[Svend]
At Richmond I got a job in a foundry that made bathtubs and that
type of thing. I remember the first day I was there, I had a good, hard
day’s work unloading—I really had two other jobs—but unloading a
carload of pig iron. And that’s a good way to make an appetite in the
evening. I liked this, really. It was all right. The job was okay. It was
interesting. I’d never been in a foundry to see the molten iron come
out and pour it into forms to make bathtubs.
What did we do for excitement in Richmond—two guys who
didn’t know anybody? I remember that every evening—it seems like it
anyway—the Salvation Army would be out on the street in Richmond.
I remember a lady who was the leader of that group or that band. I
respected her because of some of the things she said. In other words,
she was not just out to make an impression for herself or anyone else.
She really had concern for the people she was talking to, and I’m sure
she was a very, very sincere Salvation Army worker. I learned how to
throw a nickel to a bum once in a while and that was interesting. I got
to have some respect—quite a little respect—for the Salvation Army
as such at that place. Another thing that was interesting that we would
do sometimes—we did it at least once—was we would go down to
Oakland. In Oakland there’s a dead-end street that goes out to a bay—
there was at that time—and every Sunday night all the craziest sects
that you’ve ever heard of, there’d be one on each corner. So there’d
be four on each corner of each intersection—four groups there and
four groups there and four groups there. There were at least a dozen
diﬀerent religious kinds of groups. That was most interesting. I saw
people who were so far out that they were frothing at the mouth —just
running out like shaving cream out of their mouth. It was disgusting
to see. I, at least, consider human beings more stable than that.
From Chr. Hansen
Tyler, 1st May 1923
Dear Svend!
First let me say thanks for your last letter, and for
your promise to write more often in the future. With that
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I want to wish that you will be happy where you are,
with your work and the weather near the “Golden Gate,”
and that both will help you to stay put awhile and not
move on until you can get Folmer with you, unless he has
decided to settle down in Solvang “for good.” Niels Utoft
Olsen is in San Francisco. Maybe you remember he was a
carpenter and did the interior work on our big barn when
it was built. He was in Frisco before the earthquake and
supposedly has become a wealthy man who owns a lot
of real estate. He is Mother’s cousin. Also there is Anna
Hansen, Kr. Duus’s cousin, who writes occasionally for
Dannevirke and Ungdom. She had an embroidery shop in
Oakland but now I think is working for a similar store in
Frisco. Maybe you could look them up.
Now I’ll write a bit about some things going on
here that won’t get talked about in the Tyler Herald. Our
comedy was put on in front of a full house. People were
literally packed in like herring in a barrel, there wasn’t
even standing room left, and some even had to go home
without ever being able to get inside. We took in $144.00
in ticket sales, so there must have been about 500 people in
the hall, since there of course were many under 14 years of
age, and it would take 412 tickets at 35¢ each to generate
$144.00. Coﬀee in the Stone Hall brought in $20.00, so we
had a total income of $164.00 with expenses of only $9.00,
so that was a nice profit for the Children’s School. As far as
I’ve heard, people were very satisfied with the production,
but as one of the players I’ll withhold judgment there,
since you’ll no doubt hear of that from others.
Instead I’ll tell about a little aﬀair I had with Sigurd
Pedersen in this regard. I had requested a 4x4 column ad
for two weeks on the front page of the paper, and then
I asked Sigurd what it would cost. He said it would be
$3.20. I allowed myself to remind him it was for the sake
of the Children’s School we were doing the play, and asked
if he could make it as reasonable as possible. He said he’d
come down to $2.00, a bargain price.
So I went over to Hogue.7 I stated the same request
and conditions and then asked how much it would cost.
49

“Nothing,” he said without hesitation. “When you people
out there have anything of that kind you want in the
paper, I am always glad to do it free of charge; I consider
that my contribution to a good cause.” I also had Hogue
print up 200 programs.
Yesterday I went back down to Sigurd, gave him a
check for $2.00, and got my receipt from him. After that I
asked him why the ad hadn’t appeared on the front page,
as per my original order. Oh, that was his manager’s fault.
I then told him that I first thought he should have had
the printing job for the programs, too, but I wanted to tell
him honestly why I’d let Hogue do it. I told him word
for word what Hogue had said and added: “I was rather
ashamed for your sake. I had better understood if it had
been the other way around, since you understand us and
are interested in what we do out at Danebod, something
one hardly would expect from Hogue as an American.” He
was embarrassed, of course, that was easy to see (which
of course was also my intent) and he began to argue that
he already had “contributed” by buying two tickets to the
play, something he doubted Houge had done. To which I
answered, that could hardly be called a contribution when
he got, or at least expected to get, full value for his money
in entertainment. The end of it all was that he oﬀered to
give me my check back. I accepted it with the comment
that, had it been a matter of a private nature, I would have
said: “You can keep your check. But I’m here as accountant
for the Children’s School, and I feel I don’t have the right
to turn down your oﬀer.” I only forgot to remind him that
I subscribe not to the Herald but to the Journal . . .
Yesterday I went along with Frode Utoft to Ivanhoe to
be a witness for him that he’s an American citizen so that
he could get a passport. He and his whole family are going
to Denmark in June on the same ship as Petersens (Arco)
as we call them, and Vilhelm Holm. At the end of May
Chr. Jensen (bricklayer) and Rasmus Mikkelsen and Mads
Bollesen are going. The former two are going home to see
their old mothers, who’ve gotten very old. (In all 11 from
Tyler this year.)
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I’ll say stop for this time and hope that you may have a
nice summer in Oakland. I’ve only heard from Folmer that
one time and don’t know if he’s still in Solvang. Sigvald
didn’t mention Folmer in his last letter from a week ago.
Love and greetings from your dear faithful Dad
From Svend
Richmond, Calif. Saturday, May 5, 1923
It was a surprise to hear that half the people in the
comedy were my relatives. I didn’t know you all had it in
you. Henkie must have played the leading lover role in
that he’s quite the “ladies man.” I can well understand it
irks you that a man like Sigurd can be so “cheap. He ought
to be able to see that himself. Who will help out Holm
and Johs. while Holm is gone? I’d love to take such a trip
myself. Steamships sail from here to Scandinavia but that
would be a lengthy voyage to undertake. But I could see
myself for example sailing from here to Portland, Ore. to
see if I could stand that.
Yesterday was “pay day” and I got $64.63 for the last
half of April. Last Saturday and Sunday I worked, so there
I have an extra $12.40 that wasn’t in this payment. It’s a
good wage for what one almost can call ordinary work,
especially if you figure with ten years’ experience as a
store worker you only get $25 more a month, and you
work three hours more a day. If only there will continue
to be regular work. I hope Folmer also can get hired by
Standard.
You remember some years back that I was almost
never home at night and always “on the go” and never able
to settle down. During the time I’ve been here I’ve been
in bed between nine and ten every evening, and the result
is that I’ve put on about seven pounds in weight, which
especially shows in my belly, so I’ll have to play some
tennis or baseball or I’ll end up corpulent. It’s not that I eat
more than normal but that I have a good appetite . . .
Standard Oil Co. twilight baseball league began its
“season” the other day. They play twice a week beginning
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at 5.15 and entry is free. They play really good ball because
more than a few of the players a short time ago were in
the big leagues in Chicago, Detroit, and so on. I think it’s
great that Standard lets its “employees” and residents in
the area get in free. There are four teams that represent
various departments.
I haven’t heard anything lately from the Civil Service.
Greet everyone from me. A loving greeting from your
Svend
From Svend
Richmond, Calif. Sunday, 13th May
Dear Dad,
Now it has been a week since I last wrote to you and
it’s about time I got a letter sent oﬀ again. I now have
Folmer here as my conversation companion and I’m glad
for that. He got here last Sunday forenoon. It didn’t work
out though for him to get a job at Standard Oil as there
were no “openings” at the moment. He got work instead
for a company that makes bathtubs and such things. He
earns $4.00 for 8 hours so that’s not too bad. We have a nice
room with cold and hot water and so on. It costs us $5.00
a week. Thanks for Ungdom and Dannevirke, which we
got yesterday. Our address from now on is Hotel Glenn,
Richmond, Calif.
We haven’t heard any more about the comedy, could
you send more about that . . .
I’m now a carpenter’s helper for a carpenter who does
“repair work” and it’s an easy job for me, so I hope I can
keep it for awhile. I eat my noon dinner in Standard’s
cafeteria. There you can buy a good meal for 35¢.
Monday Evening
Well, I ground to a halt yesterday, so I’ll see I can finish
tonight. Folmer tells me that he had trouble following
along when Kvale read Peer Gynt out loud. He also heard
Bishop Ostenfeld and a Professor from Copenhagen’s
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University. And he had also heard P. Rassmussen from
Canada, and Folmer had high regard for him.
Søren Olsen is doing well. Folmer went over and shot
a blue jay for them (it was taking kittens) and at the same
time had a good talk with Kristiane. Mariane doesn’t seem
to be totally comfortable in Calif. yet, but Thomas is all
excited and often takes his family for a little trip into the
mountains on Sundays.
There is a Danish movie show in Oakland on
Wednesday evening, and Folmer and I plan to be in the
audience if we can get there in time. We hope you and the
entire family flock are well and we send you all our most
loving greetings. Folmer and Svend
I enclose a “note” in the envelope to Ove [their nephew]
from Folmer. That is to say, Folmer is lying in bed dictating
to me as I put pen to paper for him.
Dear Ove,
Many thanks for your letter and you can be sure I was
happy to hear from you. The bad news is that I can’t give
you that pud [catcher’s mitt] because I actually gave that to
Aage Buhl when I left. But I hope you can do okay without
it. You no doubt still have your pitcher’s glove. When
Uncle Svend and I come home again we’ll play catch with
you.
How are Gunver Ejlif and Vapo? It won’t be long
now before you have vacation. Then you can help on the
farm. How’s Rex—does he come right out of the doghouse
when you whistle for him? Greet your mom and dad and
siblings from your uncles in California. We are doing well
and can see the big ships sailing away every day.
A loving greeting from Uncle Folmer. I should also
greet you from Uncle Svend
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From Svend
Richmond Calif. Tuesday, May 22
Dear Dad,
You have our thanks for your letter. We got it
yesterday and we’re happy to hear from you about what
you are doing at home. Also thanks for all the newspapers
you sent us. You did write about that business with Sigurd
P. . . .
Last Sunday evening we went to the Young People’s
Society meeting in Oakland and took the occasion to both
join as members. There weren’t too many at the meeting,
and after a discussion of various society issues we came
to understand that there hasn’t been much activity lately
in the organization, but it seemed from those who were
present that they agreed to stay seriously active and to
see if more couldn’t be gotten out of the meetings. They
meet in the Danish Hall owned by DBS and Dania. It’s a
nice hall. Currently they have 60 members in the Young
People’s Society. Dania and DBS are over three hundred
each. There are both younger and older in the Young
People’s Society, and they seem to be mostly the same ones
who belong to our church congregation in the city.
They don’t have a minister at the moment but Pastor
P.H.P from Parlier will arrive here later in the month
of June. The United Church has two congregations in
Oakland. There are many Danes in Frisco, as well, but
since both there and in O. they live spread around, it’s
not so easy to get them together. We enjoy having gotten
to know many good Danish people and will be happy to
meet with them again at the meeting in two weeks. We
both still have work and hope that will continue. When
you work for big companies, and especially being the new
“employees”, you can’t always be sure about your job
since sometimes there’s a need for more men than at others
and a “lay-oﬀ ” is not impossible. But soon enough to
worry about such an event until it actually happens, if the
worst occurs. There’s plenty of work, though wages are not
the same in all cases.
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We have of course been to ball games, as well, that’s
of interest for us. Folmer has had a cold but is almost
over that now. He says he’ll write to you himself about
his international trip to Mexico. So it was our little baby
boy who first crossed over our country’s borders. We have
many intense discussions in the evenings, sometimes late
into the night. Our passion for a topic sometimes gets
us into a real stalemate, mostly because I’ll never give in
even when I know all too well Folmer is right, and then he
makes even a stronger case for his argument. Other times
it’s the other way around, and he’s the one who should
give in. We plan on taking some pictures next Sunday that
we’ll send to you . . .
In closing loving greetings to you and the whole
family flock from your boys, Folmer and Svend
Everyone in Oakland thought Folmer and I were born
in Denmark. We got a kick out of that.
I worked in fact at this foundry for a week or two, and here it
got to be about the middle of June, and Svend and I saw an ad one
day in the paper that over in San Francisco we could buy a Model T
Ford for fifty dollars and that was just too much for us! We couldn’t
resist that. We had about a hundred dollars, I think, at that time. We
went one Saturday afternoon over to San Francisco and bought this
Model T car. It was a 1915 model, and we were now in 19238 so it must
have been eight years old at least. It was interesting, too, that it had
a false hood on it to make it look like a 1918 model. But that was just
a fake, because of how the radiator looks on the road, that was 1915,
I have no doubt about that. I have never been in such ecstasy as the
day we went to San Francisco and bought that car and sat there. On
the way back Svend drove it; I couldn’t drive. He had driven some
in Minneapolis, and he thought he knew how—but he didn’t know
how either. We did manage to get back over the ferry to Oakland and
Richmond. We drove it up to Richmond.
We then decided on this trip. Now we were going to make the big
move. In California at that time it was a very common thing—they had
what they called automobile bums. You worked a little, drove a little,
worked a little, drove a little. We decided we could go berry picking
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or fruit picking or anything else. We’d work until we had some money
and then we would move and go again.
So, we started out on Sunday morning. I should say on Saturday
afternoon we’d gone down to an Army/Navy store and bought some
blankets, a pup tent, and some mess kits, a couple cups and such
to cook in, and we were all set. I think we may have even gone and
bought a little oatmeal. I can’t remember that all for sure. But, anyway,
I know that was our common fare. Oatmeal was cheap. We lived a
long time on oatmeal. We cooked it in a cup about the size of, a little
bigger than a pint jar. The cups were that kind made out of aluminum,
and we used them for both serving coﬀee and drinking coﬀee and
anything else like making oatmeal first thing in the morning. We’d
serve it in the mess kit, wash the mess kit, and cook again, and go to
the next course. We had very often a two- or three-course dinner, and
then we would cook in the same utensil we ate from.
On Sunday morning we
started out from Richmond.
We had quit our job and
collected our money and
were all on the go - rarin’ to
go! I’ve never been so rarin’
to go in my life! We went
north out of Richmond and
got on the ferry, the San
Rafael ferry, and ferried
over to the other shore. We
started north on Highway 1
towards Petaluma. We got
to Petaluma. I remember
during the day, our very
first day we had a car, and
we really appreciated it. But
of course, we hadn’t gone
more than ten miles when,
of course, something was
wrong with it. It wouldn’t go
out of high, and we couldn’t
Svend and Folmer in front of their
get it in low. It was stuck. It
Model T Ford, “Lizzie.”
was just locked in high, and
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we couldn’t move. We couldn’t get it to start again. We couldn’t crank
it. It was locked in high. So, I don’t remember how we got it, but we
figured out how to fix it. We got it going.
From Svend
Sebastopol, Calif. June 12, 1913
Dear Dad,
There have been some big changes since we wrote
last time, and now you’ll get to hear about them. Things
went mostly as indicated in what I wrote, that there was
a possibility I would be “laid oﬀ ” along with many other
carpenter helpers and carpenters last Thursday. Since
Folmer wasn’t very excited about his job either and we
were ready to move on from Richmond, we soon were
busy making plans for the future. The result was that we
agreed to purchase an old Ford, if one could be found for
an unusually low price, and then head oﬀ out into the
wider world.
On Saturday we went over to San Francisco and were
lucky enough to buy a Ford touring car for $50 cash, and
it’s also in good running order, especially taking its age
into consideration. After buying the Ford and everything
else needed to outfit us for camping, such as eating
utensils, pots and pans, pup tent, and sleeping gear as
well as supplies for the days ahead, we still had $65 in
cash left over. The trip started north on Sunday. Yesterday
evening we stopped in Petaluma, which is also called the
Egg Basket of California. Outside the station in a local
park a 12-foot hole has been cut through a tree. Yesterday
we drove up to Santa Rosa and from there to Sebastopol.
Maybe we’ll stay here and work for a time since it’s said
there’s a shortage of fruit pickers around here. Our food
and shelter don’t cost much and Folmer is not such a bad
“cook” and has proved to be something of a “mechanic”
as well. You can be sure we’re having a good time on this
trip. It’s diﬀerent than what we’ve seen before, and that
way we get to see more of the west than before. We’ll try
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to get film for our camera so you can see the transportation
vehicle as well as the drivers.
Folmer is making our evening meal. It will be
meatballs, canned beans, sandwiches and coﬀee. You
should be here to enjoy life with us. Here in this auto park
there are around twenty-five cars here most of the time.
It’s not worth writing to us until we get an address again.
We’ll write soon one of these first days about how things
are going.
You no doubt think we are a couple of foolish fellows
to take oﬀ like this and buy a car and head into the
country, and maybe we are. But so far we haven’t had
cause to regret that we “took a chance.”
Hope you all are well at home. We send our love and
greetings. Folmer and Svend
We got to Petaluma that evening, and we were all excited about
the possibility of getting work. The next morning we went to an
employment oﬃce, and they told us that over about ten to fifteen
miles inland, across some hills—the coast range—we could get a job
on a ranch where they were cutting apricots. Cut and dry them—cut
‘em and put them in salt and then dry them. We got a job there then,
and I suppose we worked there for most of the week. I don’t remember
exactly. At any rate, one thing that happened Svend got scalded in the
arm by hot steam. We were cleaning these racks that the apricots went
on, and accidentally he got a blast of steam that took the skin oﬀ his
arm from his elbow to his wrist,9 and, of course, in those days there
was no company medical. You were on your own. So, of course, the
first thing we had to do was go to town and get the doctor to look
at it. That was the next day after it happened. The doctor gave him
peroxide and told him to wash it with peroxide, wipe it oﬀ with cotton
and keep it clean, and it would be alright in a few days.
We decided to do that, and then we decided as long as we couldn’t
work anyway—one of us couldn’t—we might as well get going north.
Because really what we wanted to do was get packed. Svend had a
friend in Grants Pass. He was an army friend from Kelly Field,10 a real
good friend. We would be welcome there, we knew. So, we got going
north. By evening we were up in the Sacramento Valley—somewhere
halfway between Sacramento and Redding. We slept there by a
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slough, a big marsh there where the ducks wintered—in summer, too,
I guess. At any rate, there was a very big marsh—miles across— and
we stopped beside that and slept. In the morning, I couldn’t open my
eyes. I’d been bit so many times by mosquitoes during the night that
they were just simply glued shut. It took me a while before I got them
opened up. I didn’t suﬀer any damage from it, but it was irritating.
I remember that morning very well. Then we got in the car. We got
going. I suppose we made breakfast and so on. The experiment was
making another camp. In fact, that lasted the whole trip. Just to see
where you’d make a camp. The experience was the most important
thing. Quite often we’d quarrel about where we should make the
camp. We couldn’t agree about what a good campsite was. This was
typical of Svend and I. We just never could get along about little things
like that although we never fought about anything really important.
He’d call me all the names under the sun—anything that had ever
been used, I’d been called. I’d call him the same thing. We just had
trouble agreeing. Well, I suppose really the problem was I was seven
years younger than he was, and he wanted to be boss, and I wanted
to challenge him. That was probably what it was. We were always
arguing.
Anyway, that afternoon as we were coming up right near Redding,
we were driving along and I saw a man in a car in the ditch, upside
down with all four wheels up. We stopped immediately. I saw a man
in the front seat, and the front seat was right down on the ground—no
top on it, so there was only about two feet of room in there on the seat. I
saw a man moving in there and ran down there, and sure enough there
was a man. I helped him crawl out of there. And then I was standing
there, and the car settled some as I helped him out. The car settled a
little and was lying in about six inches of water. All of a sudden I could
hear on the other side of the car some slurping. A man was trying for
breath. I ran around there and there was another man was under the
car. His face was under water, and he was not conscious. I remember I
poked my hands down over the top of his head and got my fingers in
his eyes and lifted his head out of the water. I held it there for probably
ten to fifteen minutes until enough people came along the highway to
help us so we could roll the car oﬀ of him.
The interesting thing that I always wondered about was that,
normally, Svend was the boss, but that day when the chips were
down, this man lying there, I was boss, and I was the boss of all the
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people who stopped. It was my show, and I wonder how it comes
about that I would exert myself in that kind of situation. At any rate, I
got the grass out of his mouth, and I laid him on his side and got rid of
the water in him. He came to and could breathe, and after half an hour
or so, a lot of people were there—I suppose thirty to forty people were
there at least. A big car came along—a big seven-passenger touring
car—and they said they’d take him to Redding to the hospital. Well,
the point was, I had already discovered there was a lot of beer bottles
floating around in the water. So, I think he was just plain drunk. At
any rate, we loaded him in the car and shipped him oﬀ to Redding
to the hospital, he and his partner. For several days we looked in
the paper to see if we’d hear of anybody being killed or dying down
in Redding. We never did, so I think they survived. At any rate, it’s
always interesting at the end of that ordeal—of having been in charge
of the whole thing—then I walked up and got in our car, and what’d I
do? I put it in gear and drove smack into the car right in front of us. I
simply lost—the let down in my nervous system—I smacked right into
the other car. Not that I did any damage, but starting parked behind
another car and driving up and hitting it. It was nervous tension, of
course, and I realize that.
We drove on, and we went through Redding and that evening
we were almost up to Mt. Shasta. We could see the mountain clearly
that evening—a great big hulk of a mountain there above us, and we
parked for the night by a river—what we call a campsite. It was a wide
place in the road, I suppose. The ripple in the water —that mountain
water coming down by us. There was a river there—probably twenty
feet wide and a foot deep —really water running there. I shall never
forget the ecstasy of lying there in the evening in the dark and hearing
that ripple of mountain water coming down. It’s a minute out of a
man’s life.
Interlude—Third Generation / Erik S. Hansen’s Memories
In the summer of 1955 my parents bundled me and my siblings
into the family car for an extended trip to the West Coast. In hindsight
they seem to have possessed superhuman powers of patience to want
to set out on a month-long road trip with four kids and two adults
compressed into a two-door Chevy coupe. A metal car-top carrier,
holding camping gear and suitcases, was suction-cupped to the roof
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and covered with an oilskin tarp and lashing that could be converted
into a lean-to tent. A canvas water bag came to dangle from the front
bumper, insurance against the engine overheating in the desert sun
or crossing mountain passes. I didn’t know it then—I thought only of
the excitement that lay ahead—we were really headed to California to
see my father’s brother, Uncle Svend, for a last visit with him before
he died.
I was ten years old. The memory I have of that month on the road
is much less of a death trip than the adventure of a lifetime. When we
reached Pasadena, where my dad and Uncle Svend had lived back in
the Twenties, I got to see the Rose Bowl—the holy goal line, then, if
not the Grail, of post-season play. Those were diﬀerent eras, both the
Twenties and the Fifties. Pasadena no doubt had changed, diﬀerent
again from when they had lived there in 1923. That year the Rose
Bowl itself had just been built. Thirty years later, in 1955, it was still
a public venue. No locked gate. No guard to stop us at the entryway.
We simply walked inside. And then, for a magical ten minutes (and
lifetime memory) my brother and I ran up and down the empty aisles
of the stadium bowl. We even jumped past the green hedges and out
onto the grass turf of the football field. We had played in the Rose
Bowl.
Farther north, in the Santa Ynez Valley, we stayed a while with
Uncle Svend and his family in Solvang. Visiting them was the primary
objective of the trip, but I don’t really recall him being sick. I’m certain,
though, that we were there so Dad could reconnect with his brother.
Old 8-mm movies from the time show him fighting back tears as we
arrive and he gets out from behind the wheel of the Chevy. Svend,
who was in failing health, undoubtedly shared those same emotions
from behind the movie camera.
But for me, life only kept getting better, not shorter. In Solvang I
saw my first swimming pool. It was built in a neighbor’s back yard. I
gazed with amazement at the concrete basin, the ultimate symbol of
a life of luxury. It was as if I had been given an introductory glimpse
into Shangri-La. A private swimming pool, right in the backyard—the
wonders of the world were only beginning to be revealed to me.
Later we drove north along the coast and camped and slept under
towering redwoods in Big Sur. Further up the coastal highway, stops
were made at the lone tree of Cypress Point and Monterey Bay. In San
Francisco I tasted crab legs for the first time at Fisherman’s Wharf.
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We sailed on a tour boat out past Alcatraz and were told the fate of
killer criminals who dared to attempt escape and ended swept up
and drowned in the cold Pacific current. We pressed further north,
crossing the suspension expanse of the Golden Gate Bridge, heading
towards Oregon. Perhaps it was Shasta, I don’t recall, or maybe it
was as we crossed into Washington State, that I saw a snow-covered
mountaintop loom up at an unearthly height in the distance. It must
have been Mt. Rainier. It only kept getting higher. For a prairie-born
boy, the appeal was immediate. Instantly, I wanted to be a mountain
climber.
It occurs to me that memories of this trip recalled now are almost
exactly the same length back in time as were my dad’s on those tapes
recorded around 1980—nearly sixty years after the fact—of his and
Svend’s travels in 1923-4. Sixty years is a suﬃcient time, perhaps, so that
one can be forgiven lapses in recall or an incorrect sequence of events.
Maybe even some detail is gone by then, or blurred or blended. As I
read back over his narrative and the corroborating letters sent home
to their father, I realize the cannery incident in Petaluma, for example,
where Svend scalded his arm, or the account of the car accident near
Redding, just described, where they actually may have saved a man’s
life, not just their own skin, both of those events actually happened
later in their trip.
Svend’s letter from September 28, 1923, shows Dad had it wrong
in his narrative. The sequence is oﬀ by nearly four months. The error
may be explained, though, by his own admitted euphoria immediately
after they had purchased their first car, the Model T Ford. It must have
been a heady time as they ventured north. They were relishing their
newfound mobility and camping beside pristine mountain streams.
They had the way of their own wills now. This was their moment of
freedom. “It’s a minute out of a man’s life,” Dad recalls, camped by the
mountain stream, implying that such memories transcend time and
endure forever—perhaps more so, even, by being retold and passed
to the rest of us. Yet the underlying emotions don’t go away, even if
the sequence is altered.
I wonder how much of my own memory of our car trip in ’55,
following the routes of their travels thirty years earlier, also fails in
some detail. Gaps in the record seem apparent. No postcard snapshots
exist in my own mind of the entire time between San Francisco and
that inspirational snowcapped peak in the middle of our own summer
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travels, nothing until a dark night in a ghost town in Montana. The
entire coast of northern California, all of Oregon, most of Washington
minus Mt. Rainier, is now gone. What else did we see along the way? I
have vague recall of hearing churning turbines down in the bowels of
Grand Coulee Dam. But it’s a sound only. The sights we took in must
have been those places my dad wanted to relive again. All the places
where they paused to take in the grandeur of the West. At the mention
later of passing through Grand Coulee in Eastern Washington and
dipping their feet in Soap Lake, I’m surprised to discover that Grand
Coulee Dam wasn’t even built at the time. Out of all those recollected
haunts, how much of our own emotion do we edit out or in, disallow
or nurture, before memory assumes the bedrock permanence of
history as it happened? And how much of their story is reflected in
our own?
[Folmer]
The next day we got going again. This might be interesting: we
didn’t have any maps—no road maps. There were no such things in
those days. There were signposts that said Redding that way and so on
and so forth. Anyway, we got going north, and it got more and more
mountainous. I remember we talked about wondering if we could
make it. Well, others had done it, and we said, “We’ll try it, too.” We
were coming along up on the heights—the mountains—and all of a
sudden here was a town down below, forty-five degrees down. I would
say it was a half mile down there—straight down! We had probably
five to six miles’ climb trying to get a road to go down. Hairpin turns
going down to the town. I remember we talked about we have to go
up the other side—if the car could do it. And sure enough, the car did.
The next day or so we got to Grants Pass and looked up Svend’s
friend, and he was glad to see us. We were over at their house for
dinner. But they didn’t have room for us, so we decided we’d stay for
a while in Grants Pass and see what the situation might bring. Then
we could live down in the campground where we could stay for just
a dollar or two a week parking our car, which we did. We parked it
there. Svend, of all things—because of the old baseball friend of his
(they played baseball at Kelly Field together) and Grants Pass had a
semi-pro team, so everybody got some money—Svend got hired as
second baseman on the Grants Pass team, and he played probably four
games with them. I remember they went down back into California to
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play a game on the Fourth of July. I didn’t go along there. I just stuck
around home because they were out of town playing ball. I think
Svend got probably five dollars a Sunday per game, and, of course,
we couldn’t live very long on that. It wasn’t too long after the Fourth
of July, we were broke.
We had to go to work, so we found out that out in the country about
fifteen miles or so up on the top of a mountain they were building a
cement plant, and they needed help out there. We went out there and
got a job. This was an interesting place because there was a tram that
took most of the things up there—it came up the mountainside like
a roof. It was too steep. You couldn’t hardly drive or walk up to the
place. There was a road up there a ways, but it was too steep for our
Model T. You couldn’t go up there at that time, it was no diﬀerent
than that. So we couldn’t drive up on the hill. We stopped right below
the hill and walked up the road to the camp and got the job, mostly
pouring cement.
But, they weren’t ready to go there yet so I got a job sawing wood
for the donkey engine. They had donkey engines to pull the heavy
trees together that they used for the fuel. I would have the job of
sawing them over with a gasoline engine saw—an eight-inch crosscut
saw. It was my job to saw wood. The saw—there was nothing modern
about it. Two-horsepower gasoline engine—an old-timer, two wheels,
a regular old timer. It was set up so that you had an arm on one side
that ran the saw forth and back. All you had to do was start the saw
on top of the log, and that had to go all the way through it. I cut it up
in pieces about three or four feet long and while I was cutting that—
the logs I was cutting up was beautiful, beautiful pine about three to
four feet thick —you could not find any nicer wood. I would cut it
up in these chunks and then while one was cutting, I would split the
other one the right size for a donkey engine which was about 6 inches
through. They split just like nothing—nothing to it.
I remember one day we were up there, and all of a sudden we were
all rousted out in the middle of the afternoon away from our work. A
fire had started, so we all had to come and fight a fire. It was just a
ground fire, and all the dead wood on the ground was burning. We
had to make a clear path down to clear earth to keep it from running.
We made this path about three feet across. Whenever there was a log
across, we had to cut the log over. We had to make a clear path all the
way around, which we did. And then, we had the fire put out in an
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hour or so, I think, and then we did something: we figured as long
as we’re out here in the wild we might as well do a little exploring
because they don’t know where we are. We were all over the hills, you
know. We were exploring. I remember we came to a place where there
was a little old mine—apparently a prospector’s gold mine because I
remember that a tunnel went in probably about twenty feet. We were
climbing way in underneath there to see if we could find any gold, but
we didn’t find any gold. I hope the guy that made the hole did.

Penny postcard from “Joesephine County Caves,”
included in envelope with first letter from Oregon.
Postmark Grants Pass, Ore. June 26, 1923
Dear Dad: At the moment we’re in Grants Pass, Ore. after an
excellent trip through the mountains. I have visited a friend from
Kelly Field here and it’s possible we’ll find some work here for a
time. Greet them all in Nysted from us.
Folmer and Svend

65

One other thing: there was a very interesting man working there
who at that time I was quite impressed with. He was a man about
fifty-five to sixty at that time, and he was driving a team. He was a
kind of roustabout in the camp. Whenever we had to pull a wagon
with cement or something, he would pull it over there with the horses.
He was an expert horseman. He had grown up out around eastern
Oregon, and he claimed, and I think I believe him, that in those days,
when he was young, people stole. If you didn’t have enough horses,
you just went out and stole some. Apparently, it was not a cardinal sin
to steal a horse. In order to keep enough of your own, you had to steal
some back from those who stole from you. That was his argument
anyway, and I rather suspect he was probably right. We called him
“the horse thief.” That was his name.
From Svend
Grants Pass, Ore. June 30, 1923
Dear Dad,
We’re sitting at the moment in our car enjoying life
and the great view. Folmer is also enjoying a cigarette just
now. We haven’t started working yet but soon will. I’m
going to play ball tomorrow and the 3rd and 4th July. The
last two games I’ll get paid for, as far as I understand.
Folmer’s foot is now healed completely, so as far as our
health we can’t complain. My army buddy has taken us on
various drives since we arrived. He is a railroad fireman
so often works at night. We have been down along the
river twenty miles to what’s called “Hells Gate,” where the
river cuts through the cliﬀs, and have also been out in the
country to almost every corner of the world.
There is a wonderful swimming beach here in the park
in town. We have used that opportunity to get ourselves
cleaned up and to cool oﬀ. The thermometer has reached
up into the nineties the last few days. Let me remember
to thank you for the newspapers that arrived today that
we got forwarded from Richmond. From now on you can
address our mail to Gen. Delivery, Grants Pass, Ore.
How are our relatives in Nysted? Does it look like
a good “crop” this year? Folmer talks often about his
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threshing expedition with Holger. Out here threshing
machines aren’t used. The wheat is cut and threshed at the
same time, but you’ve heard about that before.
The next time we move on the trip no doubt will be
to Junction City, about one hundred fifty miles from here,
and where we’ll probably find many of our countrymen.
Our neighbor in camp these days is also Danish.
Disagreement in religious matters had caused his family
to break up after he had been married over twenty years.
His wife went over to being a Holy Roller, and he just
couldn’t have anything to do with that. He has a girl of
sixteen-seventeen years with him. It’s clear the man feels
terrible that it should end up like that with his home that
he worked so hard to hold together over many years . . .
Yesterday evening there was a band concert in the
park. Folmer said Sigvald should’ve been there to hear
them play Stars and Stripes Forever. We agreed it was a
good band.
We see in the paper today that Martinsen’s horses ran
wild. Good thing it didn’t end up worse than it did. Hope
it didn’t hinder the trip to Nebraska. If everything goes
okay maybe you can meet us in Neb. next summer and
drive home with us. We’ve also talked about that if you
wanted to come out to the mountains we could meet there.
Folmer thinks he can take care of making the meals no
problem.
Mosquitoes are crazy tonight so I better put down my
pen and pick up a swatter instead.
Love and greetings to you, Gudrun, Christian and all
we know in Nysted. Your ever faithful sons Folmer and
Svend
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From Folmer
July 12, Camp No. 2,
Beaver Portland Cement Co.,
Wilderville, Ore.
Dear Dad!
Since I, or more truthfully Svend, wrote to you there
have been some big changes. Monday morning we drove
out to this camp we’re now in. That is to say, we can’t get
here by car but have to walk a couple miles even when we
take the easiest way. We can also drive another way and
then we have just a mile up here. When we came here we
went the last way. We worked up quite a sweat walking up
hill, going along the tracks they use to run material up on.
It is a 37% grade part of the way.
We left our Ford with a farmer a couple miles down
below. We work at night from 6 o’clock pm to 3.30am and
a half hour to eat at 11.00. We get 50¢ an hour and pay
$1.30 for room and board. We were out fighting a forest
fire a couple hours today.
Svend is sitting playing his “sax” and has already
gotten many listeners just for that. I think we’ll stay here
for a couple weeks at least and won’t leave here before we
have earned over $100 – 125.
I think we’ll then drive to Washington either to Everett
or Seattle. We figure to leave from here so that we can
reach Junction City on a Sunday.
We work with cement work. They are building this
plant. We were both surprised by the food here, it’s
remarkably good. Svend was also very happy the food is
so good.
It’s now almost 5 so we have to go down to eat now
and I’ll have to stop. Friendliest greetings Svend and
Folmer
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From Svend
Grants Pass, Ore. July 20, ‘23.
Dear Dad,
We hope you have now reached Nebraska and have
gotten our letters we wrote some time ago. We are still in
the camp Folmer told about. But by Tuesday we will have
our “stake made” and then will head north, and probably
our next stop will be Seattle or near there.
Now in the time we’ve stayed here there hasn’t
been anything too exciting to experience and we have
lived mainly on memories from the past and big dreams
about the future. You can be sure I’ll be very happy to
visit Christian Maler and family. There are many other
acquaintances in Seattle, but I think Christian Maler is the
one who’ll be most happy to see us and the one we are
closest to. He was very special to me when I was small,
though Folmer doesn’t remember him so well.
We will have put together a good hundred dollars by
the time we leave. Yesterday we worked 18 hours from
seven in the morning until three thirty the next morning.
We slept until noon today and go back to work again at
seven o’clock tonight. How did things go for Sigvald and
Ingeborg on their trip? Likewise, we would like to hear
something about your trip to Nebraska and what you’re
doing there.
Greet Gudrun and Christian from us and Guk gets
thanks for the letter, too.
Hope you all are well. Love and greetings from us
both. Folmer and Svend
Send our mail – General Delivery, Seattle Washington
We worked there until we got a good hundred dollars together in
wages, and then we decided now it was time to go north to Seattle—
Portland anyway—because Svend had been told by another army
friend from Oregon that the thing to do in Oregon in the summertime
was to get a job picking hops. Because boy, you live out there in the
woods with those guys, and it’s a great experience. Svend thought we
could at least look at it even though we weren’t much interested. We
went up the line somewhere and got a job hops-picking out there, and
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we went out to see the place. They hadn’t started yet. We looked at the
lousy facilities they had to sleep in and decided it wasn’t for us, and
we pulled right out. We never did stop there.
We went to Portland, and there we got a job in construction work
at—I can’t think of the name of the town. There was a new town being
built on the Washington side. The town was Longview. And of course
we were footloose and fancy free, we looked at the town. It was a
brand new town. It had been platted out, so that the downtown was
there, and there were a couple buildings there. And about a mile or
two away there were some houses. It was planned how it was going to
be. But we were not ready to settle down yet, we still had a few bucks
in our pocket. We had enough to get to Seattle. So we started north
again and after a while we came through the town of Chehalis. And
there we really didn’t look for work, but we stopped. And I remember
very clearly that a fellow walked up to our car the minute we stopped,
and said:
“You guys looking for work?”
“Yeah,” I said. “We are.”
“Well, if you’re looking for work, you better get the hell out of
here. Because this is the town of Chehalis. And we got a strike on here,
and unless you want to join the IWW and join the strike, you better
get out of town.”
And we didn’t hesitate at all. We were not interested. We had
already heard about Chehalis a couple of years before, where there
was a man or two hung, or killed. And so on. The so-called Chehalis
massacre that took place.
We got out of that town and drove on. And as we drove on that
day, I remember seeing beautiful scenery and whatnot. I don’t think
Mt. Rainier was clear that day, otherwise I think I could remember
seeing it. We got to Seattle at any rate, eventually. And so here we
were in Seattle. We were going to make use of our friend Alfred
Sorensen, who was a pastor in Seattle. He was single and had a big
parsonage to live in, and he was known at that time for his concern
for bums downtown. He would go downtown in Seattle and pick
them up and take them home and be good to them for a while and try
to straighten them out. I don’t know how much luck he had, I never
did know any percentage of results. But he meant well, that I know.
Anyway, we came there, and we went to call on him. And he said,
“Now while you’re here in Seattle, you might as well stay right here in
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the parsonage and be my guest.” Which was a delightful thing for us.
We hadn’t been inside a house all summer. We hadn’t actually been in
a bed for months and had been sleeping on the ground.
We stayed there then with him for about a week. I don’t remember
what we all did. I think we just went sightseeing.
One time I remember going swimming in the big lake over there
east of Seattle. You know Seattle is on a strip of land between the lake
and the sound. And we used to go over there in the lake and take a
dip and get cleaned up. And after we had been there about a week,
we decided we’d better move. We shouldn’t wear out our welcome
anymore, and we said goodbye, and we were going to Everett to see
Christian Maler, who was a family friend from way back, and Svend
had taken a year’s violin lessons from him. He was a painter and also
had painted some pictures of not too great renown, I don’t think,
but he liked to dabble in painting of every kind, and he was a house
painter of first rank.
So we drove up to Everett one day after we left Seattle, and
decided we’d find a public camp ground down by a park and decided
we’d stay there, because we didn’t want to embarrass or impose on
Christian Maler. So after we’d put our tent up and made a place to live,
we went oﬀ to Christian Maler and found his house. And of course
what happened was that the minute Christian Maler discovered who
we were and where we were camped, he said, “Nothing doing!! You
are going to live at my house, and I won’t accept less than a week’s
visit.” And that was really a welcome I’ll never forget.
From Svend
Everett, Wn. Aug 1st, 1923
Dear Dad,
We have now reached Everett, Wn. and at the moment
are visiting Christian Maler’s, and you can be sure it’s a
pleasure. We arrived here on Saturday and found our way
to Christian’s about 7 in the evening. We knocked on the
door and Harold, the youngest of their children, opened
the door. He is ten or eleven years old. We asked if his
father was home, and Christian came to the door—he
looks just like he did the last time we saw him. We told
him we were Tyler people and asked if he could recognize
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us, but he didn’t and asked us for our names. Well, I said
my name is Svend Hansen. That was a big surprise for
him and he put his arms around me and we both got tears
in our eyes. Then he asked, “But who’s the other young
man?” and I answered, “That’s Folmer, of course,” and
that was unbelievable for him and his wife, who now had
been called into the room, too. We have talked a lot about
the old days and have told how all of you are doing, and
that’s of great interest to them, you can be sure.
We had pitched our tent over in a Tourist Park, but we
weren’t allowed to sleep there more than that first night.
He said, “No, sir, your parents’ house has always been a
home to me and their door has always been open to me,
and you must now come here with us and stay just as
long as you like.” Mrs. Jensen has become pretty heavy
since they moved here. Elna, who is married and has a
baby boy, was here on Sunday, along with her husband.
He seems like a nice guy and they are happy together.
Arne the oldest boy, who’s now seventeen, is around
six feet in height and almost as thin as he is tall. He has
inherited his father’s eye for color and is good at painting
and drawing.11 He paints not only landscapes but also
portraits, which is remarkable since he’s never taken
art instruction. For example, he has painted some large
“scene” signs that can be found along the side of the road,
and they all are his own idea. He does it just as well as the
old artists can do.
He also plays the cornet and the girls play piano. We
had a virtual orchestra here on Sunday once when we got
all the instruments together.
This afternoon we’re going to drive over to Snohomish
where Christian is painting today. He still has work and
gets eight dollars a day. They have now moved and bought
a house and their address is now 3317 Rockefellow . . .
We plan on going over to Seattle tomorrow and pick
up our mail and see what prospects there are to find work
there. The trip went well to get here.
We got the letter in which you wrote about the sad
event that happened to mother’s brother Niels [Utoft], and
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we can hardly imagine that we won’t see him again when
we come home. I very much enjoyed talking with him
about one thing or another. He was very well versed on so
much. Greetings to all of you in Nysted from Svend
Seattle, Wn. Aug 14, 1923
Dear Dad,
We just got your wonderful letter today as well as one
from Sigrid, which we also enjoyed. Now that the entire
family except for Folmer and me are gathered in Tyler,
I thought it would be a good chance to write and get a
greeting sent along to the entire flock at once, yes, and we
send our congratulation to Karen and Jens with the arrival
of the new farm hand who no doubt will be getting big by
the time we see him . . .
We have visited the Grønlunds, who are now living
on an island. They seem to be well and Grønlund’s health
apparently has gotten much better since they moved out
of the city. The last thing he said was, “When you write to
your Father again please be sure and greet him from me,
because he and I have always been good friends.” Hans
Pedersen, who you’ll remember took care of Carl Hansen
when he was here, was also over visiting Grønlunds at the
same time, so we got to meet him. Apparently he had been
a millionaire at one point but lost part of it some years
ago when prices were high. He is a very straight-forward
fellow and got his start in this country as a “hod carrier”12
in Lamberton, Minn.
Grønlund said he had been really happy with his
position as Danish Vice-Consul and told something of his
experiences in that position. Among other things he had
gotten responsibility for one man’s property. The man
lived in Denmark, and Grønlund got a lawyer to help so
the man got $40,000 that he otherwise would have gotten
away from him. He wrote to Grønlund and asked him
to accept a gift of $1000 for his trouble, but Grønlund
wouldn’t go along with this because it was illegal, though
he wrote to the man to see if he could manage to donate
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$1000 to the building fund of the Danish congregation here
instead. The man did this, and that prompted another man
here in Seattle to give another thousand. Now over $18,000
has been raised for a new church.
Alfred Sørensen is doing good work here and the
congregation is growing steadily. We went to church
Sunday evening and he gave an excellent sermon in
English. Isaksen lives with Pastor Sørensen so we have
seen him a number of times since we have a room just
kitty-corner across the street from the Gym Hall, but now
unfortunately it looks like we’ll be on the move again.
We haven’t found work here yet, maybe because we’re
not so good to go looking for it. We plan to drive over
the mountains tomorrow or the next day to get harvest
work and see if we can get a shilling saved again. Things
seldom, though, seem to go as planned, which was the
case with the trip from Grants Pass when we drove
through Junction City on Thursday rather than Sunday, as
we originally had thought. We both completely forgot that
Larsens were there, talking about who was the minister
there but agreed that they were without a pastor at the
time, since we could remember Hasle had left. Since then
we heard there are many there we know.
Unfortunately we haven’t taken any pictures yet,
which is not good of us. My sax and trunk were left
at Christian’s, so we’ll have to remember to take some
pictures when we get back there . . .
We were in the city on Friday and saw the memorial
parade for President Harding.13 There were many “bands”
playing “funeral marches” and hymn music. Many choirs
from city churches sang. All the city organizations were
represented as well as various military outfits with several
companies from each unit.
Seattle is almost surrounded by water, the Sound with
saltwater to the west and Lake Washington with fresh
water makes up the city border to the east. The weather is
especially beautiful at this time but in wintertime it’s very
foggy and wet, so say the natives here anyway.
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I hope you’re all well at home. I just wish we were
there, too, and could talk a little with you.
Love and greetings to the whole flock from Folmer
and Svend
We lived with them for almost a week before we finally decided it
was time we move. And we were going out to Wilbur, Washington, to
work in the wheat fields, because we had people we knew there. We
left Christian Maler’s with a real send-oﬀ and drove over the Cascades,
and we came over to a town at night, where we finally ended up. We
were at Cle Elum. We came in there after dark, probably nine o’clock,
or whatever it was. At any rate, we didn’t care where we slept. Because
we didn’t want to make camp as such, we just wanted a place to sleep
overnight, for we were hightailing it for Wilbur. We went to a service
station and asked them if they knew of any place we could sleep.
“Oh, you just want to put down your bags and sleep?”
“Yeah, we want to throw our tent out and sleep on it.”
“Well, you can do that right back of the station,” they said. So we
went in back of that filling station, in some long grass about a foot tall
right there. So we threw our tent out and put down our blankets and
went to sleep. Along in the night I woke up and here was the most
startling thing. A sound was going . . .
“Uhh, uhh! Uuhh uhh uhh! Uhh, uhh! Uuhh uhh uhh!”
And I couldn’t figure out what it was. I sat up, and here coming
down the street was about fifty Ku Klux Klaners in their full regalia.
Now I will admit, I lay low in the grass because I was fully aware
that the Ku Klux Klan didn’t make any distinction between bums like
Svend and I and the IWW, who was their foe. At any rate, I felt if
they saw a couple of bums lying in the grass, they might beat the
heck out of us. But they didn’t see us, and I didn’t stick my head very
high above the grass. I saw them, and it was a very, very impressive,
emotional thing to see. We were enemies, actually, and they knew it.
And they were coming there a hundred feet away, telling you, “God
help you if we catch you.” They were undoubtedly out to burn a cross
for somebody at three o’clock in the morning.
Anyway, the next day we drove to Soap Lake. We went there in
the afternoon, and we stopped. We had heard about Soap Lake, where
the water was so soapy and foamy, where we washed our feet in Soap
Lake as a treat, just to be diﬀerent. And then we drove from there
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up through Grand Coulee and got to Wilbur in the evening about,
I suppose, seven o’clock. It was still daylight, at any rate. We got a
job—there was an employment oﬃce there—they put us in touch
with somebody who told us where we could go and get a job the next
day harvesting wheat. We didn’t have any clothes. I didn’t have any
gloves, and I really needed new shoes. So we went to the store and
went downtown and somebody knew the storekeeper who would
open up the store. He came down and opened the store, I believe the
way it was. I asked him about shoes. Yeah, I could get a pair of shoes.
The only trouble was I had to bargain him down about a dollar to
buy them because I didn’t have enough money. But he sold them at a
cut rate, which I always thought was a very unusual situation, that a
store-owner could be bothered after supper to come down and open
up the store and then let us bargain him down.
The next day we were on two diﬀerent farms outside of Wilbur
threshing, and which was kind of a threshing where you combine the
grain and then rake it into piles and haul it to the threshing machine
loose. And that was really hard work, because you stick your fork into
about a thousand pounds of wheat straw, you have to pull out all you
can. I remember I was good and tired, but anyway, Svend, his hands
were so blistered, they were just simply raw, and he decided that was
going to do it for him. But we had heard that down by Pullman, there
they had threshing machines with bundles. And that was the kind of
stuﬀ we were used to from home. So we went down, the next day was
Sunday, we drove down to Pullman.
That night we had already gotten a job on a threshing rig out of
Pullman, and we worked there for quite a while. This was interesting
to me, because in Pullman, the hills were very, very big, something
like Kimballtown. The hayracks they used, most of them had four
horses on them. And they had the wheels way on the outside of the
rack so you couldn’t tip them. You could drive right down the hill and
they wouldn’t tip. I had such a thing, four horses. Svend had only two
horses. Mine was four, and that made extra work and you had to feed
them and curry them. Every morning at five o’clock you were up to
curry the horses. And as soon as it got day, we had breakfast in the
cookhouse. You didn’t have to pitch any bundles on. They expected
pitchers to load the load, but you had to load the load so it wouldn’t
tip over. I was able to do that all right. This was a job that went from
dawn till dark. Never stopped the threshing machines until it was
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dark. I suppose there were about ten to twelve bundle teams going
in. I really don’t know much about that. It was a big outfit. You had
two wagons pitching oﬀ most of the time. Always three men throwing
out, and when you stopped at the threshing machine at night you got
up and reload and helped to pitch out. And then just before you got
through, they had jumped on the next wagon and been on that one,
really spike pitching. But that was the way it was done.
From Svend
Pullman, Wn, Aug. 26, ‘23
Dear Dad,
Now we are out on our threshing expedition in
Eastern Wn. near the Idaho border. We drive bundle
wagons for a threshing machine and it is, as the saying
goes, nothing but pure wheat all of it. We start early in
the morning at sunrise and stick with it till the sun goes
down in the west. You can well imagine we’re happy to
spend the remaining hours lying on our backs on a straw
mattress. The man we work for is named Fallquist. The
good part about the job is that we get $5 a day (each) so if
we can just hold out for three weeks we won’t be in such
bad shape financially.
We worked one day in Wilbur on our way here. They
harvested there using headers, and that is exhausting hard
work handling the loose cut straw all day long, so we
got to thinking we would move on to where they harvest
Minnesota style, and after one day in Spokane we drove
here.
We had some trouble on the way here with our car,
but I wrote about that last week. No doubt I also told that
we had stopped for an hour at Soap Lake and that wheat
country here in Wn. is very hilly compared to home.14
I have written today to Pastor Sorensen in Seattle and
asked him to “forward” our letters, so you can continue to
send our mail to 2406 E. Spruce St. Seattle, Wn.
We both got a shave today for the first time since last
Sunday, so we resembled a couple of goats with beards.
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The weather is rather warm during the day but the
nights are chilly. It won’t surprise me if we return to Calif.
for the winter. We have almost seen as much of the west as
we intended but it’s not such a smart time to travel back to
the Midwestern states just when the long winter is about
to make its entry.
How are all of our “nephews” and “nieces?” You’ll
have to remember to greet them as well as the adults in the
family.
I don’t know if there is much else of any importance
to write about this time so we’ll stop and drive into town
and get our letters to the post oﬃce so they can reach their
destination as soon as possible.
We now hope you all are very well at home and send
our most loving greetings, your ever faithful Folmer and
Svend
P.S. You’ll recall in the old days that I sometimes
talked about how I really had an urge to join a threshing
rig. I have now gotten control of that urge.
From Chr. Hansen
Danebod, Sep 4th 1923
Dear Svend and Folmer,
Thanks for the letter from Pullman. We are, as you can
imagine, always interested how things are going for you,
both in the big picture and in the details, and your letters
therefore are always precious to us. I heard it mentioned
that there was going to be a big exhibition in Portland,
Oregon, next summer, and one would think already now
there might be things having to do with preparations for
such an exhibition. Maybe you can find work there for a
time.
Sigvald wishes Folmer was here to help him. He’s
doing exhausting work digging a cellar under his father’s
house. Tom Bigham has helped him with lifting the house
up, but now all the ground has to be removed under it and
a cement foundation poured so the basement can be made
under it all. He borrowed Svend’s mandolin, and after
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just a couple days of practice made an appearance last
Sunday night and accompanied himself singing about the
Swedish artillery soldier who shot himself climbing into
his own cannon, as well as another one about the bachelor
who tells about daily troubles on his job—you no doubt
recognize both of those.15 He made it very humorous . . .
For the past week I’ve been busy cleaning up the
Children’s School. The congregation has had it painted on
the outside, which was badly needed. I got the painters
Wm. Graiser and “Doc” Christensen to whitewash the
walls and then got Søren Jensen (Tordenskjold) to help me
paint doors and windows and the stairs and varnish the
wainscoting; also to paint the coal room twice. Now I have
to get busy and paint my own barn, chicken house, and
“corn crib” two times.
The older Graiser had gone up to St. Paul last spring
and is working there. Ragne Sorensen soon came back
to her parents again and just a couple of weeks ago
had the baby, which came much too soon and which
both newspapers didn’t say a word about, but now it’s
just as bad with the second of Geo. Christensen’s boys
and Martha Hansen (Jens Hansen’s daughter). It’s sad
our young people have to bring that kind of shame on
themselves and our town . . .
Most people are now finished with filling their silos.
At any rate both Johan and Jens B. have finished. It has
been good, stable weather, nice and cool until yesterday
and today. Jens sold 3 cows the other day for $675 to Hans
Svendsen, who had got all of his “condemned” (in just 3
weeks) because of tuberculosis, and the worst of it is his
wife, Ella, has again gotten sick, probably from the milk.
Johan had some of his cattle that he didn’t have room for
in the winter. He had gotten prizes at the County Fair of
up to $60 in all. He’s not driving the school bus now that
he will be alone this winter.
We have started Children’s School with 38 students.
Agnete Fenger has the older ones, Marie Stranskov the
younger. Harald Christensen picked up Marie S. in Neb.
and then also did a trip to Withee, Wis to his home, just
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before school began. Agnete Fenger is living with L.
Therkildsen, who worked for Mrs. Fenger’s father, who
was a pastor in Denmark and, among other things, drove
for Agnete’s mother, when she was 18-19 years old, when
she had to go to town 10 times a week to take music
lessons.
On Sunday we are expecting Alfred Jensen to preach
for the first time, and next Sunday we’ll have Harvest
Festival. Alfred Nielsen is expected to arrive about October
1st. I think Jens and Karen will have their son baptized on
Sunday. I’m not sure what he is going to be named.
Live well and enjoy yourselves. I’m sure you don’t just
lie about but drive on with all your money, once you have
earned a couple hundred dollars in one spot. Did you visit
Folmer’s friend from Danebod when you were in Wilbur?
Do you get board paid for where you’re working now?
Love and greetings from your Dad
The main thing that happened in this, of importance, was that the
cook in the cook wagon was a lady, I’d say about thirty-five to forty
years of age, I don’t know. At any rate, she told us her story. And her
husband had been at the Chehalis massacre two years before. The way
she told the story was that IWW had had a headquarters building,
they had a room above a two story building, and they were up there.
It was on the Fourth of July, there was a big parade coming down
the street, the American Legion was marching in the parade. And as
they went by the IWW headquarters, somebody yelled out. A shot was
fired, somebody was hit with a bullet in the leg. And somebody yelled
out, “Let’s get the sons-a-bitches.” About fifty Legionnaires stormed
the IWW headquarters. There was about six of them up there and they
beat them up good.
Then, when they’d beat them up, then they threw them down,
and they got out a clothesline, and they tied the clothesline around
their testicles and pulled them up oﬀ the floor and threw up a rope
over a beam in the roof. There they had all six of them hanging from
their testicles from the beams above. Well, they had them hanging
awhile, and then, as she told it, one fellow there was a dentist. “Well,
now we’ve got to get them down. I don’t know how we’re going to
do it. But I used to castrate pigs when I was on the farm.” And he
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got out his knife and he castrated all of them up there, and of course
they fell down. When there were no testicles to hold them up, they
fell on the floor. This woman told us her husband was prosecuted by
the police, of course. The American Legion got oﬀ free, as she put it.
Her husband got six years in prison for having violated the peace and
whatnot. One man was taken out after dark and hung under a bridge
by the highway where everyone could see him. I shall not soon forget
her telling that story.
Interlude—Third Generation / Erik S. Hansen’s Memories
The way my dad would tell of his brushes with the Ku Klux Klan
and the Chehalis massacre always sent chills down my spine. As well
they should, I suppose. Both are gruesome events. These were the
only episodes from his travels that I remember him repeating outside
the context of telling about the trip. He wasn’t one to embellish stories
or to repeat them for tawdry eﬀect. These two episodes never were
recounted with any kind of “war story” intent. Nor was he one to use
crude language or bravado. Terms such as castration and lynching
were not part of his common vocabulary and were employed only to
add technical, matter-of-fact accuracy to the account.
These two stories almost seem unlikely topics at all for someone
who otherwise focused his attention on the positive sides of life, or at
least on its endearing qualities. Despite the obvious dramatic appeal,
stories such as these were repeated only, it seemed, to be submitted as
evidence to make right the injustices of a harsher world. Their telling
was didactic. Lessons were to be learned. And the message was meant
to redress and correct errors of history. I always felt his version of
the Ku Klux Klan encounter and proximity to the Chehalis massacre
had put a clear stamp of humility on him that transferred over into
compassion for others. His penchant was for truth-telling in a way
that also expressed partiality for common laborers who had been
coerced or oppressed by others, and that meant all hard workers of
the world, whether they were Wobblies or merely men in the street
looking to make an honest dollar.
I was rather stunned, then, to learn—notwithstanding the
certainty he felt that Justice Douglas would agree with him—that some
factual inaccuracy appears in his version of events. In assembling this
material, I became curious about the background and complete story
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of the bloody Chehalis massacre. The viciousness of that event is
not to be questioned, that’s for certain. But as I looked more closely
at written accounts of the event, the animosity between groups—
agitated patriotic Legionnaires on one side and the life-on-the-line
advocacy by the Wobblies on the other—the scene became even more
real for me, beyond just hearing his story. And yet, not all was as it
seemed on the surface.
A survey of web resources can give some indication of what
actually happened during the so-called Chehalis/Centralia Massacre.
It’s another of those historical events that easily is subject to partisan
view and over-simplification. First, the parade event in question took
place not on the Fourth of July but rather on Armistice Day, November,
1919, so more like four years rather than two years prior to the story
being related by the cook in the threshing camp at Pullman. It was also
the first commemoration of Armistice Day, as decreed by President
Woodrow Wilson, and came close on the heels of the end of the war.
On that date it indeed appears to be true that Legionnaires from the
towns of Chehalis and nearby Centralia, WA, stormed the IWW hall
and may well have initiated the conflict. The ensuing chaos led to
four of their own being killed, along with a local sheriﬀ ’s deputy. No
fact can be established to know who started the shooting. Nor can
evidence be found that six Wobblies were strung up by their testicles,
hung by clotheslines over roof beams, and then castrated.
Even the claim, made at the time, that the one Wobbly organizer
who died—a man named Everest, who was chased down and lynched
under the bridge—that he also had been castrated seems to be refuted
by the historical record. He was at least the only IWW member who
lost his life, though a number of them served time for alleged crimes.
The incident, nonetheless, resulted in a long struggle by the IWW for
recognition and acceptance. It also explains the fear and trepidation
felt by itinerant workers as well as organized laborers. One article
notes: “Laying to rest the myths about his castration and his war
record does not change the fact that Everest was a hardworking
IWW organizer who was hanged by a mob. Nor does it weaken the
view of most historians that the Wobblies suﬀered a terrible injustice
in the aftermath of the Centralia shootings: eight men spent up to
twenty years in prison largely because they belonged to a radical
labor union that refused to back away from a violent assault upon its
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headquarters.” One of these men presumably would have been the
husband of the cook in Pullman.16
The overlay of emotion is no doubt accurate and heartfelt.
Understandably, one can sympathize further when someone is made
to cower in the weeds as a Ku Klux Klan mob goes by chanting taunts
in the middle of the night. Fear is also factual, it doesn’t much lie or
fabricate the truth. Yet the power of language may distort the detail
of the past, even as it serves to punctuate the reality of the present.
At least it explains how anger and malevolence enter into our lives
and how these persist, rendering forever a distrust of the antagonists
stacked against us, even as hatred for them is reinforced by our own
experience.
[Folmer]
Those days in the threshing ring were wonderful, carefree days.
Hard work, long hours—but a lot of joy in work. After we had made
enough money threshing—we threshed long enough that we thought
we had enough money—we quit, and we were going back to Seattle.
This time we were going down through Oregon and then along the
Columbia River which is a beautiful drive in itself.
I remember going down into Oregon—in western Oregon there—
in the dry country. Wherever there was irrigation, they had fruit. I
remember going by about eighty acres of peaches, and we stopped
and went in and got some peaches. We hadn’t gone more than a
hundred yards beyond that and there was a big sign that said, “No
Trespassing. Violators will be prosecuted.” But we had stolen about
six to eight peaches, at that time, which I don’t think they will miss in
eighty acres.
Well, we went back to the coast and came back up to Seattle. We
were looking for work then, and when we got near Tacoma, we came
by a town by the name of Puyallup. There was a cannery there, and
they were in need of help. “Help Wanted.” We got a job in the cannery,
and they were at that time canning pears. In fact, all we did was
handle the cans after they were canned. All these we were handling
were in eight pound cans—so-called “gallon cans”—and we had to
take them away from the cannery and stack them up on the dollies
we had—some kind of two-wheeled trucks we hauled them on. Then
we stacked them up. After twenty-four hours and they cooled down,
if there were any leakers we had to get them out of there and re-can
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This postcard was mailed to their father on September 1, 1923 from
Independence, Oregon. It shows “Multnomah Falls - 620 Feet High - Columbia
River Highway.”
Postmark: Independence, Oregon September 1, 1923
Dear Dad, We are now in Oregon again where we plan to pick “hops.” We were
in Lewiston, Idaho on our way here. We stopped and saw the waterfall in the
picture on this postcard. It was a wonderful ride through the mountains where
the Columbia River cuts through. Folmer and Svend Address: 2406 E. Spruce
St. Seattle, Washington
Folmer and Svend

them. Otherwise, it was just the routine handling of the merchandise
that was being done. We stayed there and worked for, I would guess,
about two weeks. It was good pay, and we never had any expenses
except eating, and we ate mostly pears. We’d get a hamburger after
eating ten to twenty pears in a day. You don’t need an awful lot more.
At night we drove out into the country and threw our tent in the ditch
and lay down on top of it and slept there. We never had any diﬃculty
with mosquitoes or anything like that in that area. So, this went on
for a couple of weeks, and then we discovered it was getting later in
the fall. It started to rain a little bit at night, and we got chased into
the car one night. We couldn’t sleep in the ditch anymore, and then
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we decided that if it was going to be rainy weather from now on in
Washington, we decided to go back to California, which we did.
We went down the pike, just like we’d come up—slowly—and
sleeping on the way in the ditches and wherever we wanted to and
cooking our little meals like oatmeal and whatnot in the morning and
so on on the trip.
From Svend
Puyallup, Wn. Sept., 20, 1923
Dear Dad,
On Sunday we were in Everett and visited Chr. Malers
and went to a lecture in Seattle in the evening. We didn’t
get time to visit Ericksens. We have worked here in a fruit
cannery the last two weeks, and now we’re on our way to
Calif. today and hope that our old machine will make it
back in as good shape as it did on the way here. It is rainy
weather today, real Seattle weather.
We have talked a bit about staying in Seattle for the
winter, but not much work is available and one can’t just
drive to Calif. whenever you please, since there is often
snow in the mountains in southern Oregon. If you send
mail before you hear from us again you can address it to
Gen. Delv. Oakland. If we have time we’ll stop in Junction
City long enough to visit the Larsens.
I tried to look up one of my army buddies in Seattle
on Sunday but he was out in the country. We got a real
bundle of newspapers in Seattle, which we thank you for.
The letter that was forwarded here last week was also a
pleasure to receive. We still haven’t taken a picture of our
Lizzie but will have to get serious about that soon. I think
we’re making a wise move to go south for the winter.
We’ve also talked a bit about driving home through Ariz.
and New Mexico. We’re always making plans though it’s
only rarely that they go as planned.
Folmer is now almost done with greasing the car and
putting air in the tires so I’d better stop and get this on its
way east. Hope you all are well.
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Love and greetings from Folmer and Svend
Will try to write a proper letter soon.
From Svend
Roseburg, Ore. Sep. 22, 1923
Dear Dad,
We wish you hearty congratulations for your birthday
the 28th.17 It would have been nice to be there for the
occasion, but we just can’t do that this year. We hope the
coming year brings you happiness and blessings. We
discussed sending you a little narrative but have decided
to wait until we get to San Francisco, so you’ll have to
excuse if it comes a few days late.
Yes, San F. is now our destination, and we’ve made it a
good part of the way already. It was hard to decide to leave
Seattle since we had met many wonderful people there.
Still, we thought it would be better in Calif. both for the
climate as well as working conditions, which would seem
to be better there in the winter. I, and Folmer as well, I
think, have soon had just about a lifetime’s full of roaming
around.
Yreka, California Sept. 23, ‘23
It got so dark last evening that I had to stop writing.
After supper last night we drove from Roseburg to Grants
Pass, Ore. Then drove from G.P. this morning and have
now crossed over the Siskion Mountains, the highest
point between Seattle and Frisco. It’s cloudy but the sun
is shining over Mt. Shasta, so we have that impressive
summit in the distance. We only had a glimpse of it
when we drove northward. There is heavy snow on the
mountain, so you can imagine how it glistens in the sun.
We have thought about driving the eastern route through
the Sacramento Valley this time. We would like to see Mt.
Lassen, but that may not happen. Our Ford has done an
excellent job on this trip. The last two days we drove we
got well over 25 miles per gallon. We have paid from 16
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to 20¢. There is 3¢ tax in Oregon, 1¢ in Wn. and none in
Calif., so it gets cheaper the closer we get to San Francisco.
We hope to find work once we get to the end of the
road. There ought to be plenty of “construction” work in
Berkeley where they had a big fire recently, which you no
doubt have read about in the paper.18 It’s not easy to know
what new plans we’ll stumble upon; for example, we
could move on to Los Angeles. We hope we can celebrate
Christmas in Solvang.
That will have to be enough for today. Love and
greetings with best wishes for the coming year from
Folmer and Svend
Our thoughts go home to you on Friday even though
we are far out into the world.
From Svend
Oakland, Calif. Sept., 28, 1923
Dear Dad,
So, today is the festive day and therefore it would be
fitting to write you a letter.
We are now in Oakland, having arrived here on
Wednesday after our trip, on which we experienced many
things both good and bad, and I’ll now try to remember
the most important events.
First of all, I had gotten my arm scalded by steam in
Puyallup and it got infected and I had to go to the doctor
in Medford, Oregon last Sunday. That meant Folmer had
to do all the driving of the car, which is exhausting. My
arm is now getting better, and I should be able to work
again by next Monday. The doctor’s bill and medicine and
so forth came to just over $3, so that wasn’t too bad. Next
time I’ll have to be more careful. It was my own fault,
anyway, that I got scalded, since I was in a place where I
shouldn’t have been when it happened, but just had gone
over to look to see how many cans were left in the cooker.
The next thing that happened was when we were on
the road some five or six miles on this side of Redding,
Calif., when we saw a car upside down in the ditch. As
87

we drove by I saw a man’s shoe and overalls sticking
out. We stopped and got down there just as the man had
gotten himself pulled loose and got on his feet. He hadn’t
been injured too badly. But the other man who was with
him was under the car. His feet stuck out to one side of
the car and he wasn’t moving, so it was hard to know if
he was dead or alive. The three of us couldn’t get the car
lifted oﬀ him, but within a couple minutes more cars had
stopped and we got help to do the lifting. It turned out
his head was sticking out opposite where his feet were,
but his face was completely covered in water and mud
that was left from rain the night before. It was Folmer
who lifted his head up from the muck and helped drag
him out and then got the water out of him. He was still
alive but had diﬃculty breathing, but that got better after
Folmer had tended over him for some minutes. He was
unconscious and didn’t come to while we were with him.
He was driven to the hospital immediately by some people
who knew him. So we had done what we could for him
and could continue on our way. But it was an unsettling
experience and something that’s pretty nerve-wracking.
Some wine was found in the car and people said they
could smell alcohol on the man who hadn’t been injured so
much, so it’s a good possibility that strong drink was the
cause of it all. We haven’t seen anything in the papers yet
about this, but there is a newspaper at the library from a
town near there, so we can look in there to see if the man
survived and made out okay.
That would seem to be about enough for that trip. At
least we felt it was suﬃcient. We stopped in Richmond on
Wednesday evening. It was rainy and cold, so we took a
room in a hotel and let our car stand outside in front for
the night as we had done in some other places.
In the morning when we got up there was a card stuck
to the car that ordered us, or rather me, to appear in Police
Court at 10 o’clock a.m. Damn the cat, we thought, will
we now have to pay a fine and how much? It said we had
violated a law that prohibited cars to be “parked” on city
streets for longer than two hours. I was not very happy to
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go “before the judge,” but I have to admit it went better
than I thought it would. He more or less said, after asking
me what was wrong: “Mr. Hansen, we are not going to
hang you, nor are we going to shoot you before sunrise
this time, but kindly arrange to have your car oﬀ the street
in the future.”
I had first explained to him that I was somewhat of
a stranger to the city, and so on. Now things have gone
pretty well since and we hope they’ll continue so.
We have rented a room for a week and also rented a
place for Lizzie in a garage for a week, as well. Now we’ll
try to make ourselves useful again and see if we can earn
some pocket money, since that has kind of disappeared
again.
Our car did a good job on the road here from Seattle.
The trip is 1000 miles. We used 40 gal. of gas, costing us
$6.93 or about 17 1/3¢ per gal. on average. 10 quarts of
oil cost us $3.25, so altogether $10.18 for fodder for her
on the long trip that took five days. Our own fodder and
expenses were a little more than double as much as what
we put into Lizzie.
We had to stop and “tighten up a bearing” a couple of
times, but otherwise she went right down the road like any
other Ford. Whether new or old, she kept with them up over
the high mountains. We came to Junction City in the morning,
and were pretty dirty as well, so we didn’t stop.
Now I better say stop. Hope you have a festive party
there at home this afternoon and evening.
Happy Birthday. Love and greetings from Folmer and
Svend
From Folmer
Oakland, Calif., Oct. 4, 1923
Dear Dad,
It’s been a long time since I put away the pen but I
hope you understand that it’s not because I have forgotten
that I owe you a letter, but it’s just so easy to let Svend
write and then you get a letter that way.
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First, I can relate that we haven’t been called into court
lately.
Next, we have an excellent room with a window facing
south to the street. Here we can sit and watch hundreds
of automobiles go by every hour as well as twenty or so
streetcars, and at bedtime we can enjoy the unending noise
and commotion. There is also a radio just across the street
that plays until midnight (free of charge). But that’s an old
story already.
We both got jobs until Monday for $5 for 8 hours work
but not at the same place. That would have been better for
us.
As things stand now, it’s all one and the same. If Svend
takes a job as window trimmer, we’ll stay here on the coast
until spring, and if not then we’ll take the southern route
home as soon as possible. He doesn’t have much interest in
working as a common laborer, of course, and it would be
foolish of him, while for me it doesn’t mean so much what
I do for now, but things are more certain if I can help out
in that way.
I just don’t want to go without a profession longer
than absolutely necessary. I have seen enough of common
laborer jobs.
It’s not so much that the work can be tiring enough.
But that class of men you come in contact with is enough
to make a day into an eternity. Anyway, I value very much
working with people I can talk to. I don’t know if there is
much else new to tell. Svend wrote about our trip here and
beyond that is not much of importance.
We haven’t been down to the D.B.S. Hall since we
arrived here this time. We buy a copy of Bien every week,
(it’s published in S.F.) so we can see when something is
happening that we might want to go to.
That’s not much to send to you but a little bit is better
than nothing.
Love and greetings from Svend and Folmer
We ended up back in Oakland, and it was nice weather in Oakland.
I got a job with a landscaping company that was making school
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playgrounds. I worked there for a while, and it seemed like—which
we didn’t know at that time—that even in California winter comes
and work slows down. The whole labor force is pretty much laid oﬀ,
I remember. We were in the same position. We lived in Oakland, right
down near the center of town close to the Danish church, I remember,
because we went over there once for church services or meetings of
some kind. All in all, we were running out of work and out of money
besides.
Then Svend got the bright idea that we should get his saxophone
from home sent out there, and then we could sell that, which we did.
We got the saxophone and advertised it in the paper. We were on
bread and water at the time we were advertising. We’d go down and
buy a loaf of day-old bread, take it up to our room and turn on the
faucet and add water, and we’d have bread and water. You can live on
that pretty nicely. We lived on that for about a week before we sold the
saxophone. We got $75 for that.

Svend, Folmer, and their friends gorge themselves on bananas
and other fresh fruit in central California.
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We decided we better take our cash and go to Los Angeles, which
we thought might be better. We had also in the meantime heard that
down at the Spreckels Sugar Factory near Salinas they were hiring
people at time and a half—or whatever it was—and we, of course,
couldn’t resist that. We had to go down there. We did get down there,
and I remember the fellow who was hiring was an immigrant Dane.
You could tell them a mile away. He hired us. He looked at me and
he said, “You look kind of intelligent. I’ll take you and you, and you
can be the one that takes samples from the sugar beet cars. You have
to be responsible for that, because you look like you can write.” Svend
didn’t qualify. We often laughed about that forever after—that he
wasn’t smart enough to get a job from a Dane—and furthermore, a
Dane couldn’t even spot him.
From Svend
Oakland, Calif. Oct. 16, 1923
Dear Dad,
Yesterday we received newspapers again and you can
be sure we enjoyed getting them as well as the bunch that
were “forwarded” from Seattle. It’s the first news we’ve
had from home and you can imagine we were longing for
mail. Now we hope we’ll soon get a letter, too, and that
will surely happen one of these first days.
What a terrible automobile accident involving people
we know from Tyler.
It’s too bad how it goes with the one accident after the
other, and for the most part it’s because people don’t obey
the law or due to “speeding.” Here in the west especially
on the highways there is pretty close watch kept by “speed
cops.” For example, we were stopped near Salem Ore. one
evening and were told our “tail light” wasn’t lit. All this
because a wire had come loose from the battery. We were
given a form that we had to sign and return to the State
Secy. which explained the reason why we were stopped
and that we now had gotten our light fixed and in working
order.
We went to a Young People’s Society meeting Sunday
evening where Pastor Marchman from Salinas gave a
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lecture on H.V. Kaalund.19 It was a good lecture and there
was a pretty good crowd there.
Today I was “laid oﬀ ” since we had gotten finished
with the work we had been doing. It’s possible we’ll drive
by car to Salinas tomorrow and look for work at a sugarfactory about five miles from there. Folmer spoke with
someone from the employment oﬃce today who had
just come from there and said they got $5.60 per day for
twelve hours but that the work wasn’t too hard. They have
a hotel there where you can stay and eat. I’ll let you know
immediately if we head for there.
Mail coming from Oakland we of course get
forwarded on. Has Mertis Gronlund been in Tyler for
a visit? She said she planned on doing a trip east in
the month of October. If you should see her you must
greet her from us. We’ll always remember they were so
hospitable to us.
As for the climate here there is nothing but good
things to say. We have the most pleasant weather you can
imagine. The thermometer usually is up around 80 by
midday. One day it was up close to 90 and another day
it didn’t reach more that 70. We’ve had showers a couple
nights but not much to talk about. The nights are not cold
but more nearly comfortably cool.
We haven’t seen much of fog since we arrived here,
where as in Seattle it was so foggy in the evening and at
night you couldn’t see very far. Now I know how October
weather in Minnesota can be nice but not quite as much
as here in Oakland. But as I’ve said before, it’s not the
climate that makes for the greatest joy but rather the
people one can be around, both in happiness and sorrow
and need. Therefore we’ll turn our backs on Calif. come
spring in order to get back to our native soil. I hope to
find a position where I can now and then come home on a
Sunday.
You no doubt think we’ve forgotten to send that
birthday present we wrote about but “Just be patient, it’ll
get there.” I see in the paper mother’s brother Frode is
home again.
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[A page might be missing here since this eight-page letter
doesn’t have the formal closing Svend usually adds at the bottom
of the last page—he never wastes any paper. However, on the
first page of the letter are added two afterthoughts, one upside
down.]
We like to eat wine grapes. For 10¢ we get a huge bag
of delicious grapes.
[The other addition is written on the side of the paper and
with a diﬀerent pen, probably a day or two later, and indicates
they are sending this after having moved on from Oakland.]
Friday (We are now en route to Los Ang via Solvang.
New address soon.)
We only worked a half a day at the Spreckels Sugar Beet Factory
because when we got to bed at night, we discovered the bunk house
was full of fleas or lice. We were just not about to go into bed there.
At that point, we could take our time slip and cash it in for about
three-fourths the value. We went to the company store to cash in our
time stubs for whatever we could. We bought the necessities of life,
like cigarettes and candy and whatnot. Then, we started out for Los
Angeles that same night. Along the way we stopped in the road ditch
and slept. I remember in that road ditch there were so many sand burrs
that it wasn’t very comfortable sleeping. You put a hand out, you got
stuck by sand burrs. We went straight down to Solvang. We stopped
for a few minutes in Solvang. There didn’t seem to be any work there
either, so we went on to Los Angeles. I was so thrilled seeing our old
friends and so on in Solvang. I was emotionally involved there.
From Svend
Oakland. Calif., Oct. 25, 1923
Dear Dad,
We got work near Salinas at a sugar factory the day
after we left Oakland. We arrived there just before the
noon meal and after that were put on the job for which
we’d been hired. Folmer was going to help take “samples”
out of the various “carloads” of sugar beets after they came
in. For that he gets 32½¢ an hour, which is not anything to
brag about, but you’re allowed to work twelve hours a day.
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You’ll have to excuse me but there’s no more ink in my
pen and the bottle is down in the car so I’ll continue with
the nice pencil I got as a Christmas present from Guk and
Christian while I was in Park Falls. [Svend otherwise always
writes in fountain pen.]
Well, I also got a job, and one that can keep a man
warm. I took sacks of beet pulp from a machine and shook
them and stomped on them on the floor until they were
flattened enough to be stitched up. My wage was 37½¢
an hour and if we’d stayed longer it also would have been
12 hours a day and seven days a week. But woe to us,
that wasn’t to be. We got our evening meal and were told
the numbers for the two rooms we had to live in, they
have a hotel and barracks for workers to use. By later in
the evening it was time to go to bed. First we went in my
room, which looked well and good on the outside until I
pulled back the blankets and could see the sheets, where
we discovered life in abundance. There were animals of
many types that I’d never seen before and hope I’ll never
see again. We were in agreement that it would never do to
try to stay there, so we thought maybe it would be better
in Folmer’s bed, but unfortunately that was also occupied,
yes, probably there were even more there than in my bed.
So there was nothing to do but pack up and drive on until
we found a place where we could lie down in our own
blankets.
We drove south a good hour or so and found a more
or less level spot in a ditch where we slept. The next
morning we drove further and reached Solvang by five or
so in the afternoon. It was fun to see familiar people again
and feel right at home. We were lodged in the school that
night and had breakfast there in the morning.
Pastor Kristensen wasn’t at home, he’s on a trip down
in the southern states and was staying at the time at the
Negro school in Tuskegee, mainly I guess to study their
methods for schoolwork. We saw some pictures he’d
sent home of him with the Negro professors. We drove
then to Santa Barbara and got there late in the afternoon.
We stopped to say hello to friends we had been with in
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Solvang. They talked us into staying the night so we could
go along to a Halloween party sponsored by the Dania
Society that evening . . .
Then on Sunday we drove on but didn’t quite make
it to the end of the journey. Two miles from Hollywood
Lizzie gave out a painful shout and couldn’t pull any
more. We got her pushed into a vacant lot and next
morning got her taken apart and it turned out to be our
drive shaft was broken. I walked in to Hollywood and got
a new one and got a timing wheel put on it and around
ten o’clock everything was in order and we continued
on. It cost us only $4.15, so that could have been much
worse. When we reached Los Ang. and saw how many
unemployed there were and heard wages were not as high
as here, we decided to drive north up through the San
Joaquin Valley, that is after we had crossed the mountains.
We stopped in Bakersfield and looked for work but wages
there were extremely low, so we drove on through Fresno
and got back here just a week after we had left, and now
I think we won’t move again for the time being. We got a
room for a reasonable price, one a lot quieter than where
we were before, and it’s right next to the Y.M.C.A. And
close to the business district also. In the courtyard there is
a place to park our car so it’s not necessary to rent garage
space. So now it’s a matter of getting a grip on things
again.
Love and greetings to you and them all from Folmer
and Svend
From Svend
Oakland, Dec. 4, 1923
Dear Dad,
Many thanks for the Thanksgiving letter, which we
enjoyed. It’s good to get a greeting from home, especially
in tight circumstances when it’s hard to keep the spirits up
and stay optimistic. It’s not so easy to get the time to pass
and prospects for work have been hard to locate here, so
we have to move again and hope we find something this
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time. We plan on stopping in Santa Barbara first to look for
a position, but if nothing can be found there we’ll continue
on to Los Angeles and the surrounding towns. Maybe
we can find something in Pasadena. I had work there, of
course, last winter.
The rain didn’t amount to much and we now again
have continued sunny weather. We talked a bit about
heading for home a week ago, but it is totally the wrong
time of year, of course. We would risk ending up sitting
stuck in a snowdrift out on the vast empty plains of
Nevada or Wyoming. We’ve decided now to wait till
spring and if all goes well will drive the southern route
home.
We were over at the Y.M.C.A. on Sunday and heard
a Christian lecture by Dr. Phillips, a Baptist minister. His
topic was “Ambassador of God” and was something of the
best we’ve heard lately.
Tonight I’ll write to Aunt Maren [in Denmark] and
hope it’ll get to her in time. If you have a chance, write
to Christian Maler’s for Christmas. I know they would
appreciate that. They live so cut oﬀ from their Danish
good friends. They really value their Danish heritage, and
the kids are proud they are Danes, too, even though the
youngest aren’t fluent in the language.
I see they have a large group at G.V.C. this winter. I
wonder how things are in Nysted?
We won’t have an address again now for a few days
but I’ll write when we find a place to live.
Be well meanwhile, all of you, and please receive here
our best greetings, your devoted Folmer and Svend
Now we got to L. A. and we rented a cabin—a so-called “tourist
cabin.” I would guess it was probably eight by twelve—something
like that—in size. It had a door on the one end, window on one side,
otherwise just made out of barn shiplap boards. We got one key with
it with a padlock to the cabin. We could park the car alongside it. We
lived there in that same place all winter, and after a while we got some
work of various kinds. We weren’t fussy. We’d go down to the public
employment oﬃce every day, trying to get any kind of a job, and scan
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the paper for any advertising. Well, anyway, I had had some labor
with an outfit that just had spot labor. I remember carrying cement
sacks out in Hollywood, up the steps. There were seventy-six steps up
to the house where they wanted the cement. So, I’d go down and get
one bag of cement, carry it up seventy-six steps to drop it oﬀ, and go
down and get another one. I did that all day. Keeps your leg muscles
in pretty good shape.
Then, I remember at that same time, one day I saw an ad in the
paper for extras for a movie outfit. They were going to make a pirate
movie on a pirate ship out by Catalina Island. You could apply at such
and such a place. I remember, also, I was a little skeptical because they
said 160 pounds and I only weighed about 155, but you had to be able
to swim and, of course, I couldn’t swim more than thirty feet. I figured
if I had trouble in the water, they’d pick me up. Anyway, I didn’t get
the job, and I was real sorry. I would have loved to have gone out to
Catalina Island on an old so-called pirate ship and fool around out
there for a while to see how they made movies. That was my one and
only venture into the movies, and I didn’t get the job.
From Folmer
Los Angeles, Calif. Dec. 8, 1923
Dear Dad,
So we’re now in L.A. again and have a cabin in an
autopark and pay $5 daily for it. It is about 12x14, has
a bed, a pair of chairs and place for Lizzy outside. We
figured that was the smartest because of the tall buildings
here. And then it’s also more private.
We’ve been out looking around today in regard to
work. There are many unemployed but also a fair amount
of work. We expect we can find work soon.
We took a drive out to Pasadena this afternoon to see
the new gym hall they built there this summer. It’s built in
genuine Danish style with a tile roof out toward the street.
It has a little store in the half facing the street, and rent
from that is supposed to help the hall save money.
It’s been really windy the last 3 days. The storm hit
us as we drove out of Ventura and got a glimpse of the
ocean waves. Well, waves they weren’t maybe, but shifting
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colors. People talk about the terrible winds we have had.
I don’t think they’ve been over 40-50 miles, but you notice
them so much more because there hasn’t been any rain
around here yet.
Now Svend is yawning and says it’s bedtime. So we’ll
say a good night for this time from your boys Svend +
Folmer
From Chr. Hansen
Tyler, Dec. 15, 1923
Dear Svend + Folmer,
Yesterday a 2nd Notice arrived from Retina Life Ins.
$24.90. Since I can imagine it could be a bit diﬃcult just at
the moment for Svend to meet this payment, I sent a check
today for the amount. Thanks for F.’s letter, which came
today. Hope that you find something to do. You ought
to see Karl Møller in Pasadena. I expect you’ll drive to
Solvang for Christmas Eve. I’ll send my Christmas letter
there.
Love and greetings from Dad
Svend got a job right before Christmas with Weston Wax Paper
Company where he ran the paper cutter, cutting the wax paper into
sheets the right size for wrapping bread. This company shipped them
out to bakeries, and they wrapped the bread with the wax paper.
After he’d been there for a couple weeks, they had an opening for a
wrapper—the wrapper guy was going out—and he suggested I get
the job, and I got it. I was then, I always said, the chief wrapper—head
wrapper.
I think I should say a few things about how we lived and what
our problems were in Los Angeles. The main problem we had was
getting enough money together to live, but over and above that the
problem with the police was our main worry. You see, in Los Angeles
at that time, they had a vagrancy law that said unless you have a
key to a room and five dollars in your pocket, you’re a vagrant. We
were bumming around in Los Angeles for weeks at a time having
only one key for two of us, and not five dollars between us. Every
morning we’d go down to the employment oﬃce, and as soon as we’d
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go there, we’d be vulnerable to be picked up by police. So you never
loitered around. You always walked as if you had some place to go to
be sure you didn’t look suspicious—suspected of loitering and being
a vagrant. If you should happen to be picked up by the police, the
normal procedure was that you would then be taken to court, and you
would have no defense at all. You were automatically guilty if you
had no money. Then you would be put in jail usually for ninety days.
And then after you got in jail they would tell you for every day you
worked on the chain gang—a gang they had loading gravel and stuﬀ
in the gravel pit down below in the river bottom—for every day you
worked, you got one day oﬀ your sentence. Well, I had known one
person who told me all about being in for ninety days, and he would
not work. So he got two meals a day—one at 3:00 in the morning and
one at 3:00 in the afternoon—and he was allowed ten minutes to eat
and whatever he didn’t eat in that ten minutes, they took away from
him. This was standard procedure. So we were always running, you
might say, from the police ‘cause we were scared of ‘em.
We never got run in, but I do remember one day in the employment
oﬃce, the announcer there came out and said to the whole crowd—
there was about a hundred people there standing there looking for
work. He said, “Ten men for hard labor.” Of course, everyone put up
their hand including myself and everybody else. Well, thank goodness
they didn’t pick me because ten minutes after those ten men had gone
into the oﬃce, the paddy wagon pulled up and all those that didn’t
have money were taken in for vagrancy. But the thing that I found
interesting was all the people—these “bums” we called ‘em—were
very helpful to each other. I remember one fellow spending half an
hour one day telling me all about how I had to be a panhandler. You
know, how to get the money out of people. No use just asking for it.
You gotta give ‘em a story. Get your story together, so you can give
‘em a song and dance, and before you know it, you probably get $10
instead of a nickel.
It was also interesting how, as we traveled the coast, the same
people were seen. We always would stop in the libraries as a cheap
place for entertainment. In Seattle we’d see the same guys we saw in
Los Angeles in the library at a diﬀerent time of the year. I remember
seeing one fellow one time in Oakland. I said, “I saw you in Seattle.”
“Yeah,” he said, “I remember.” “Where you been since?” “Well, I’ve
been in Alaska since then. I went up and worked in the canneries for
100

a while and came back.” And now he’s back in Oakland. This was the
way they’d move around. But, the thing that I remember most about
them was they considered us—everyone in the group—equals, and
they would look out for their own, and we were their own. So that was
the automobile bum of California.
[Increased letter traﬃc around the holidays includes two letters in the same
envelope, postmarked Dec. 21, 1923. The first from Folmer clearly has been
edited to make his Christmas greeting as readable as possible; it may even be
a second draft, though still with the usual spelling errors.]
From Folmer
L.A. 18-12-23
Dear Everyone,
I see by the calendar it’s high time I got Christmas
letters sent oﬀ in the mail. The calendar and the decorated
stores are what most suggest that Christmas is knocking
on the door. It’s almost unbelievable, the weather is as
nice as you could want, and I’m so used to freezing at
Christmas time, I almost wish it would start snowing one
of these first days.
We had thought about going to Solvang for Christmas
but unfortunately that’s not to be. Svend’s work won’t
allow the possibility of such a trip. But we will send our
address correction there so our Christmas mail can come
to us here. It would have been fun to go up there and
it’s only a half a day drive; but there is also Christmas
celebrations and church service here in L.A. And that’s
what’s most important. Svend also knows many of the
Danes here so we’ll no doubt have a real merry Christmas.
I could just as well have come to celebrate Christmas
in jail, but luck was with me. It happened last evening
after we had been out on the town and were on our way
down to Henry. I was alone when it happened. Svend had
already gone to work (he works at night.) I had my arms
full of packages, among those the things we had bought
for the kids. I walked along looking at store windows,
and then, as I passed a police oﬃcer, my packages started
to slip from my arms, and the pistol we had thought to
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give to one of Sigrid’s boys fell out onto the sidewalk.
The policeman kind of smiled and said he really ought to
arrest me for having a concealed weapon in my pocket but
would let me go this time.
It’s almost bedtime and I have to get up to work
tomorrow morning so I’ll stop and wish you all a really
Merry Christmas and Happy New Year.
Happy celebration Folmer
From Svend
Dec. 19, 1923
Dear Dad and all who are celebrating Christmas in
Danebod,
Now things have gone again as they usually do, so
that Christmas letters and greetings are late getting mailed,
but maybe this will make it home in time for Christmas
Eve; I hope so. I work at night for a wax paper firm just
now, from 8 o’clock until 6.30 the next morning, so things
are a bit tight finding the time to take care of all the things
to look after right before Christmas, and yet my being
busy is not anything like all mothers and housewives are
subjected to right before every Christmas.
Since it now looks like we won’t get to Solvang for
Christmas, and that I likely will have to work Christmas
Eve, you still shouldn’t worry about us; for such things,
even though they hurt a bit, still can’t dampen our
Christmas joy and spirit, and you can be certain we are
happy to know “Today a savior to us is born and opened
are the gates of heaven.” It so happens we can’t be home
for all the Christmas festivity and see the happy faces
around the tree, but we have a Christmas present that
Mom and Dad have given us when we were children: our
beautiful Christmas hymns, and we take those with us
out in the wider world, and they belong to the Christmas
presents that never lose their appeal and never break but
only become more and more precious to us through the
years.
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I hope we get a chance to go to church Christmas
day, which we should be able to, and maybe we can find
a Christmas party at the Young People’s Society here in
Pasadena.
That there aren’t any Christmas presents for the
grown-ups doesn’t mean it’s a willful omission; it’s just
that we are “financially embarrassed” now, at least for a
little bit. I have steady work and Folmer has worked most
of this past week, so we don’t expect to change our address
to the “Home for the Poor” just yet. I had figured I could
manage my insurance, which could have waited a couple
weeks if necessary. But it was a relief to hear it had been
paid for. Thanks so much for your thoughtfulness, Dad,
you’ll get it paid back as soon as possible.
We got invited by Mariane Olsen, when we last were
in Solvang, to join them Christmas Eve. We are grateful for
their hospitality even if we’re unable to get to accept the
invitation.
It’s now almost eleven and I have to be up by around
5, so you’ll have to excuse me this time. I hope you have a
really merry and blessed Christmas celebration, each and
every one of you in the family flock, from the youngest
on up, and so it might be appropriate also to remind the
oldest one among you to be careful not to swallow the
almond in the rice pudding, as has happened before,
leading to the rest of us having to eat one portion after the
other. We will be with you at the table and dancing around
the Christmas tree in the festive room at home with you
all, even if this year it is just in our own imaginations.
Merry Christmas from Svend
From Chr. Hansen
Danebod, Dec 18th, 1923
Dear Svend and Folmer!
Merry Christmas! and Happy New Year! In the hope
and the trust that you will have Christmas in Solvang, I’ll
send this letter there. Karen and Sigrid will also send their
packages there, and in the event you shouldn’t make it, I
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will ask him [Evald Christensen] to send both letters and
packages on to Los Angeles Gen. Del. and you can then
reimburse him for what he had to pay for postage for the
packages.
I hope you will have a good and happy Christmas in
Solvang. Loving greetings from Dad
I should tell you about New Year’s Day. We were going to get paid
the day before New Year’s Day—Svend was—and we had allocated
our money so that we could get three meals a day until payday. The
only trouble was that we had forgotten about payday itself. We had
allocated no money for meals on payday. So the day we got paid we
didn’t have anything to eat. We just didn’t eat then until the paycheck
came. We got it, and then we decided that we could have a real meal
the day we got the paycheck, which was then the day after payday,
which was New Year’s Day. We went in a restaurant and had, I
suppose, a fifty- to sixty-cent meal, which was something unusual.
Usually in Los Angeles there was a restaurant we ate in a lot. It was a
seven-cent restaurant. You could get coﬀee for seven cents. You could
get milk for seven cents. You could get beans. Everything was seven
cents. You couldn’t buy any more. Each item was seven cents. You
could get some kind of a sandwich—at least bread with butter on it—
for seven cents. This is where we ate most—a lot of the time—because
it was so cheap that we could aﬀord it. We could live there on twentyone cents a day – for one meal anyway. So we could aﬀord to eat there
pretty good.
After Christmas we worked. We worked all winter, and we were
free and easy. The mail came, and we got letters from home. We had
a great time when we got our Christmas mail,20 and we didn’t plan
anything particularly because we were going to now acquire enough
money so we could go home in the spring. That was our goal.
From Chr. Hansen
Tyler, Jan. 10th 1924
Dear Svend and Folmer!
Since it’s been a long time since you heard from me,
and probably neither Sigrid or Karen has written to you
since Christmas, I’ll try to get serious about doing some
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writing. We were a bit disappointed that you were not
able to make it to Solvang for Christmas. That could have
been festive and familiar for you. Meanwhile, we hope you
at least had your Christmas mail forwarded to you from
there; it was too bad we went ahead and sent it there, and
so you didn’t get it in time for Christmas Eve, but you’ll
understand that it was done with the best of intentions.
I want to thank you for your letters and things for the
children; they arrived the second day of Christmas and
quickly were put into the right hands. We had in mind
sending both of you books for a Christmas present (we
had ordered 6-8 of them) but not all of them arrived, and
by then it was too late to order more, so you’ll have to
excuse us for the time being. Now we want to hear what
you did for Christmas; we understand that it might have
been a bit sad being away, but we hope you both have
something to do that at least can keep food in the house,
and then we look forward to next year when we hope you
can be with us here at home.
There are now 35 students at Danebod, so that’s a
pretty good number, and as far as I know they’re happy to
be there. Now it’s also good to be inside. The fourth day of
Christmas winter really arrived with snow and cold (one
morning at 8 it was 35 below) but now it’s a bit better again
with no more snow than that they can drive cars through
...
On Christmas Day in mild weather the church was
as packed as full as I’ve ever seen it. The minister’s
collection plate totaled $215. New Year’s Eve I went with
Johan’s down to Hans Johansen. Peter was home with his
girlfriend. He’s working in a Wholesale Hardware Store
in Minneapolis. I had a letter from Christian Maler for
Christmas. They didn’t know what had become of you but
had hoped you might join them in Everett for Christmas.
I also wrote to Grønlund and thanked him for his kind
hospitality he had shown you last summer. Also to Søren
Olsens and Evald Christensen.
You no doubt heard about the terrible accident that
happened in Nysted just before Christmas, when Julius
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Jensen fell oﬀ the windmill and injured his back so that
both his legs are completely paralyzed. Today they’re on
their way to Rochester with him to see if anything can be
done for him. It’s just so sad if he’ll be bedridden for the
rest of his life. Even if he could be able to sit up in a wheel
chair, that would be a great advantage to him and those
around him. It was Alfred who looked out for him and
recommended he be taken to Rochester, instead of letting
him be operated on by a Dr. from Omaha, who had come
out right after the accident. I hope something can be done
for him . . .
We are all well and in good health. A little sniﬄing
and sneezing we won’t talk about. My best and dearest
greetings Dad
From Folmer
L.A. 12-1-24
Dear Dad!
It’s the same old story over again, I postpone writing
one day after the other until I almost don’t dare to ask to
be excused anymore.
I have just gotten finished convincing Svend that I am
“Champion Cribbage player” so you can well imagine I’m
standing by that title tonight. Svend claims he didn’t have
his mind in the game and that luck wasn’t with him, but
naturally that is his side of the story.
I haven’t had any work the last few days and since
there’s not any likelihood for me to find work, I came
home with Svend Sat. afternoon (not many factories work
Sat. afternoon.) We washed the floor and our underwear
and were outside for a time to play some Baseball. About 5
o’clock the police came flying by and shortly after that an
“ambulance.” We naturally went out to the street and soon
got word that a man, apparently a landlord, had shot a
man and woman who rented a house from him.
We got to talking with a man who wanted to drive
over there where the murder had occurred, it was only a
few blocks from here. When we got over there we saw a
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large crowd of people standing in front of the house. They
stood talking with each other in low voices. The woman
had died immediately [and] was lying in the middle of the
street where she had fallen when she ran out of the house.
A policeman stood guard by her body, which was covered
with a blanket.
The man had been injured and they had driven him
to the hospital before we got there. I don’t know if he was
badly hurt or not. The man who shot them had run away
and over into the S.[outhern] P.[acific] R.R. yard. There
were many oﬃcers out after him and they caught him just
before it got dark. At least the ambulance drove by, and
right after that the police headed back to the city.
It’s terrible how things are in the big city—one gets
so used to seeing these kind of reports in the papers that
you stop reading them, but when it happens right in your
own part of town, you can’t do anything but let it stick in
your mind. I doubt there will be much of a story in the
newspapers about this murder, though. They were just
ordinary people. Crimes get judged for the most part by
how wealthy a person is. Now we’ll see what is in the
morning paper.
We plan to go to church tomorrow, and so that we can
be certain to get up in time, we have put an orange on the
table, and whoever is the first one up in the morning gets
to claim it all for himself. That should help. Svend has
talked about going to baseball tomorrow afternoon, so we
should have a real good Sunday. We hope to see more of
the young people Svend knows. Many of them weren’t at
church for Christmas.
I just got to thinking that you haven’t heard a peep
from us since Christmas. First I want to say thanks for
the Christmas letter (that holds for both of us.) We were
in church on Christmas day and since it had been quite a
long time since we had been to church, it was especially
nice because it was Christmas. Of course, it was not like
at home. It could never be that way any other place, “for
me.” But as it was, it was a pretty good Christmas service.
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Now it’s 14 minutes to 10 and Svend says it’s bedtime.
Sitting here we get cold feet. Yes, it can be cold at night
here in Calif. Good night Dad. Svend + Folmer
From Svend
Los Angeles, Calif., Jan. 19, 1924
Dear Dad,
Today we write the date Jan. 19th and hope when we
write Mar. 19 we’ll be about ready to begin the long drive
eastward with Danebod and home as our destination.
When is Easter this year? Maybe we can celebrate that
holiday at home.
You no doubt feel the freezing cold when you go
outside, and I suspect you think to yourselves: “Those
boys don’t have it so bad after all out there in that mild
climate where frost isn’t even usual in the winter.” Yes, the
weather is great. No rain to speak of yet. It can even seem
warm in the afternoon, though in the morning it’s chilly.
The thermometer itself doesn’t go down so low, but it is a
humid, penetrating cold, and it doesn’t hurt to have on a
pretty thick overcoat.
This morning we went to church service in the
Danish Church where Pastor Skovgård is the interim
minister. This afternoon Folmer cleaned every corner in
our house from top to bottom while I made played the
role of washerwoman and as a result have 2 B.V.D.s, two
towels, and three pair of socks hanging on the clothesline.
Everything looks really clean to me, but if an experienced
housewife with a real knowledge of washing and cleaning
would agree with me, I’m not so sure.
We bought a supply of oranges today, two pails full for
35¢, and now Folmer is lying on the bed with his tail end
in the air and hasn’t said a word for more than a quarter
hour. I asked him if he felt sick, to which he answered,
“Yes.” “Where does it hurt?” “In my stomach, he said.” No
wonder, we’d eaten almost a dozen oranges each, but so
far I’m not showing any symptoms of internal disorder.
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One of these first days I’ll have to pick up a N.W.
Commercial Bulletin and see if I can find a place where I
could get hired, for the spring. It’s all about getting started
early, since such things often take time.
Allow me to say thanks for the letter and the
newspapers, which we get regularly. I see Rodholm will be
at the school for a couple weeks, something the students
most certainly will be happy about.
Who is Peter’s girl you referred to? That’s “news to
us.”
Folmer hasn’t found a job yet even though he has
trudged around from one factory to the other here in the
city. But it’ll no doubt happen soon. Hope so, so we can
begin to put money aside and get my insurance paid and
get the cash together we’ll need for the trip, and so on. As
it stands at the moment, there isn’t anything left for the
piggybank after we pay for food and clothes and a roof
over our heads. But that we have, at least, and there are
many who can’t even say that here in the big city.
The clock shows almost ten and we have to be up at
quarter before six tomorrow, so I better jump into bed.
[Svend uses an old Jutlandic colloquial expression here, “Komme
i æ kasse!,” literally, “Get into a box.” Usually his Danish is
quite formal. This might have been the normal way at home to
say, “Oﬀ to bed with you!”]
With love and greetings to you and (ours as well as
your) others in the family, in the hope you are all well and
cozy and warm there at home during these cold winter
days.
Your always loving sons, Folmer and Svend
[Two letters follow enclosed in the same envelope. One shows the same date
as the letter above, Jan. 19th , and refers to the same events. This was no doubt
sent by Folmer to their sister Gudrun in Nebraska, who must have forwarded
it to Chr. Hansen, where it was saved in the same envelope as the second
letter, dated Jan. 27, from Svend, written to “Everyone.”]
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From Folmer
L.A. 19 – 1 – 1924
Dear Chr + Guk,
We have been to church today, and since we got home
we have eaten twenty oranges, at the minimum. Svend
bought them for 35¢ and got two pails full. They weren’t
first class fruit, but both large and small tasted just as good
as the ones you buy in Dannebrog, and so you would
think you can fill up on these without the supply shrinking
much. We like to stock up on them once a week, but they
are not so good for the stomach as mulberries.
Since we couldn’t just keep on eating, I got started
cleaning the “house” and Svend went over to the
washroom and now has hung out two B.V.D.s, 3 pair of
socks, and 2 towels for drying up under the rafters.
That was certainly a sad event that happened to
Julius J. Dad wrote that they had taken him to Rochester
but didn’t know what they had done there. I sure hope
something can be done for him. It must be hard on the
family especially right before Christmas.
Friendly greetings, Folmer. Greet everyone I know
from me.
From Svend
Los Angeles, Calif., Sunday, Jan. 27
Dear Everyone,
First we want to send congratulations to Johan since
it was his birthday this week. We also want to say thanks
for the many Christmas greetings and the present, which
we put to good use right away. We get in a hand of cards
now and then during these long winter evenings, though
it can’t be whist, so we have to settle for cribbage instead
to pass the time. It would have been great to get in a game
now during the Christmas week, just as we did last year
down with all of you, when mother’s brother Niels said
we were pretty good whist players but probably better
stick to playing in with the women. We who’ve been away
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still can’t quite get used to the thought that he will not be
among those we look forward to seeing next spring.
Judging by the newspapers it’s been bitter cold this
year at home and we feel sorry for the farmers who have
to go outside no matter how bad the weather is. At least
it’s better now than a few years ago when the barns were
smaller and not so warm or well built. You probably
haven’t tested cows this winter since Johan is alone on the
farm, or maybe you have anyway, though that wouldn’t
seem possible.
How are things going with the comedy this year?
No doubt you’ll put on a play as usual. Is there life in the
Young People’s Society this winter? It’s probably like the
old days now that the folk school’s doors are open again.
Maybe I should ask instead about the possibility of getting
a room in the Old People’s Home, since I can’t exactly
be called young any more now that I belong to “the Old
Bachelors.”
It started to rain today while Folmer and I were down
washing, and when we got back our bed was soaked, since
the roof isn’t watertight. As I write about our bed I got to
thinking about our new Navajo blanket, which covers it.
One of the men where I work had raﬄe numbers he was
selling for this blanket. So that I wouldn’t be thought to be
a tightwad, I of course had to pick some numbers, which
cost me up close to a dollar, and I really did it against
my own will since we don’t have much set aside for such
things. But then it turned out no worse but better because
I was the lucky one to win the prize. It was exactly what
we’d talked about needing so badly.
What about your kids this winter? There probably isn’t
as much skating as back in our day when Danebod “Lake”
could be used. Do you have snow so they can make
snowmen and go sledding? Here there are undoubtedly
many children who never have seen snow or never seen
a frozen nose or had frozen toes. Soon it will be Fastelavn
again, so they can knock the cat out of the barrel. Last year
we had a good time at Atterdag with the Cat King and
Queen. The children are probably making Valentines. Ejlif
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January 31, 1924.
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can surely cut them out too and color them, though I’ll bet
Ove and Gunvor make the prettiest ones.
We hope now spring will hurry its arrival with warm
sunshine so the snow melts and roads gets good enough
so the old buggy can clatter on home to you carrying
your far traveling uncles. You’ll understand that your
uncles long for that day, too. Hope you’re all well in cold
Minnesota.
Loving greetings from Uncle Folmer and Uncle Svend
From Folmer
Los Angelis [sic], Calif 3. - 11. 24
Dear Dad,
My store job lasted only two weeks. I was just extra
help while they moved the last of their merchandize out
of the old store. So it was expected. But now I hope I get a
steady “job.”
Svend actually came home Friday evening and told
me “The Boss” had asked if I was working now because
he thought they might need me starting next week; he said
he would let Svend know on Monday. So we’ll see what
happens when he comes home tonight.
I was out there and asked about work before
Christmas, and at that time they said they would send
word with Svend but I hadn’t really thought they would
remember.
We painted our Ford on Saturday and Sunday and you
can’t believe what a big diﬀerence it makes in its looks.
One of our neighbors said that it looked like we had a new
Ford when we were done painting it.
But it will take more than painting. We figure that we
won’t get on our way east before the first of April, possibly
later. That is to say, if Svend doesn’t have a job standing
there waiting for him to take. In that case naturally we
could leave any time.
As far as planning goes, we could leave immediately.
We like making plans, and you can well imagine we’ve
got things down to exactly where the minute hand will
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be on the clock face, if everything goes as we think it will,
when we arrive in Nysted. Beyond that we haven’t tried to
calculate yet, since then it’s only a good day’s drive away
from Tyler. There’s still a dispute over what day of the
week we should leave here if we want to get to Nysted for
Sunday and then be able to stay for 3-4 days, at most, but
we haven’t quite agreed on that yet.
But these are all just plans, maybe castles in the air, but
nonetheless our thoughts can’t help but be drawn to them.
Loving greetings from your boys Folmer
[The previous letter and one following are in the same envelope postmarked
Los Angeles, Feb. 18, 1924.]
From Svend
Thursday Evening, Feb. 14, 1924
Dear Dad,
Since Folmer still had his letter in his pocket, I’ll write
a little more and get double value from the stamp.
First I should tell that Folmer began to work again, for
the same company I’m with, on Tuesday, and has worked
steadily since then. He has put in 9 extra hours in three
days above the 9 he works every day, so he doesn’t have
much time for anything other than work eat and sleep.
He’s packing boxes, so that could be of use in the future;
he’ll be the one you’ll want to do the packing of boxes. The
best part is that it means steady work for us both so we can
start saving a little. In a week’s time you can expect to see
the money again that you were so good to give up when
we had to “tighten our belts” so to speak.
I should remember to say a word about the weather,
which has been excellent. Yesterday it was 90º, a real
summer day. I suspect we’ll long for that kind of weather
next winter. I believe it’s better here than in Texas [where he
had been stationed in the army]. Rain is badly needed, though
not so bad for us; we hope for the sake of others the rainy
season will soon arrive.
Do you have snow at home?
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The flags are at half-mast again, this time for the great
idealist with a willingness to sacrifice everything for the
benefit of mankind. It can be truly said, as a man here in
the city noted recently. “Our country has had its Lincoln,
but the world has had its Wilson.”21 The things he wanted
done might actually have happened if we citizens had
stood behind what he believed in; instead all too many
listened to those who just want things in this country so
that we can sit comfortably and enjoy life, if only we then
forget about our duty to people in the rest of the world.
To make a comparison, it’s not completely unlike what the
Chinese must have had to feel in order to build the Great
Wall.
Things are hot in Washington, D.C. these days. Like
Senator Johnson (Calif.), I say, “Throw them out every one
who is a bribe taker.”
The 4th of Feb. our thoughts go back to those times we
celebrated Mother’s birthday and we drank hot chocolate
and when those we most often were together with visited
us. We did not get to celebrate many birthdays with
her. She had to suﬀer and go through so much, but how
unbelievably much she also accomplished in her short life,
most of all for us or at least we who called her Mother. Her
memory for me is a gentle wellspring that I am forever
grateful for.22
Folmer has now crawled under the covers and the
hands on the clock are nearing eleven so I must stop, and I
do that by sending my most loving greetings to all of you
at home. Svend
Hope that the next seven weeks go by quickly so we
can say, now we’re “homeward bound.”
Los Angeles, Calif. Feb. 25, 1924
Dear Dad,
This evening I have the pleasure of being able to
enclose a check that should cover my insurance. Many
thanks for extending your hand to me when I hadn’t asked
at all for it.
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Things are going really well with work now. Folmer
is working a not so small number of overtime hours,
and judging by my last pay check I got a “raise” so now
make 50¢ an hour. We didn’t have to work Washington’s
birthday but suspect we’ll get paid our daily wage
anyway. That was the case for me both Christmas Day and
New Years day.
We still have dry weather and beautiful sunshine
every day. The overcoat has just been hanging on the hook
for a long time. Somewhat diﬀerent these days than it
was in Park Falls a year ago, when no trains got into town
for two days due to a snowstorm. We have talked about
making it home for Easter but are not sure about that since
it’s so early this year. It’s best to have a little penny or two
in the pocket by the time we reach the end of the road . . .
There is a tent on some adjoining lots beside us where
“evangelistic meetings” are held every evening. They
make such a racket with their shouts and screams that it
almost sounds like someone’s life is being threatened. That
must be their way of calling on God. It can sometimes
be incomprehensible to us who think we should proceed
along the quiet path and believe shouts and cries have no
connection to serious thinking and the service of God, but
actually have a confusing eﬀect instead.
We took a trip out to the coast last Sunday, making the
drive of course by Ford. It was out by Venice and Santa
Monica this time. Last year we were in Long Beach.
What comedy are the young thespians of the
Children’s School going to put on this year? Will you take
part again?
I want to send a greeting to Karen for her birthday so
will close with our dearest greetings. Folmer and Svend
From Svend
Los Angeles, Calif. Feb. 25, 1924
Dear Sister Karen,
This time it is you who gets a special greeting now
that the big day is knocking on the door. We wish you
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heartfelt congratulations for the first of March and hope
that the coming year will be a happy and joyful one for
you. Unfortunately we can’t be there to drink hot chocolate
with you and sing “Og dette skal være” and so on for you.
But undoubtedly your two children can serenade you
with song both early and late, though their harmony is
probably mixed with a stream of tears as they get tuned up
by crying . . .
Time is going by fast now that we both are busy and
it won’t be long before we leave for Minnesota, so we’re
getting serious travel fever now. But as you say, it’s not
good to hit the road too early and end up stuck in some
mud hole out in the empty wastelands we’ll be driving
through. It’ll be diﬀerent bumping along over those
uneven roads rather than the smooth “paved roads” we
are used to here. Gudrun wrote that we should be sure
our steering gear is in good shape so we don’t end in the
ditch. There aren’t so many mountains on the southern
route, though. Now and then as we drove through the
mountains up north, we would peer over the edge into the
abyss on the one side and see rocks and cliﬀs on the other,
and we would unwillingly think about the steering or ask
ourselves what we’d do if an axle should break. But we
had luck on our side and got the benefit of all that great
scenery in exchange for the “chances” we took. (Good
Danish)
Sigrid wrote you froze both nose and ears on you way
home from visiting them. Too bad it can’t be California
weather in the Midwest states, too, it sure is nice. Folmer
and I soon will have forgotten what a wood stove even
looks like.
So Herdis goes around saying “Fomer.” Wait till she
gets to see him, that’ll be fun to hear. He is sitting reading
his Sat. Evening Post at the moment. Now and then a smile
goes over his whole face. He’s always so busy reading his
novels that I often can’t even strike up a chat when I want
one. It sounds better to call it a chat, anyway, but now and
then it maybe resembles more what is called an argument,
and of course both of us are always right, so it can get
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pretty heated, and as far as tongue-lashings go, we both
know how they feel, though Folmer may know better than
me. He’s a good-natured fellow and doesn’t always tend to
strike back like I do.
Jens no doubt is busy being busy, even if it sometimes
can mean you shit the works, as it was always called down
at Hans Johansen’s when we were “chare boys” for him.
Well, the clock shows it’s close to bedtime so the story
doesn’t go longer than this. Love and greetings to the Big 4
from Folmer and Svend
From Svend
Los Angeles, Calif. March 4, ’24
Dear Dad,
We received your long, wonderful letter with much
joy, along with the newspapers. You should hear from
us a few times yet before we see you, if everything goes
as planned. Now I can relate that we do have a plan in
place. We figure we’ll pack up the 19th of April and drive
to Solvang to celebrate Easter and say goodbye to friends
and acquaintances there. We just didn’t think we’d be
comfortable with the thought of heading home without
a quick trip up there again. Then most likely we’ll drive
north from there and take the Lincoln Highway direct to
Grand Island.23 Of course we’ll first get a report on how
the roads look there at that time of year. I would like to see
Geo Young again on the trip so that would mean including
Berkeley. Of course, we could still change our minds and
drive the southern route like we’d planned before. But we
want to get to Solvang anyway. We probably won’t get all
the way home before the 10th of May, which is a bit later
than we thought, but that’s the way it will have to be. Six
weeks from next Saturday is thus the day we go and long
for, but time goes by quickly while we’re busy all day long.
We have now gotten some rain, even though it came
with thunder, and have had the last of it this afternoon.
The worst thing is that the roof over our castle isn’t
watertight, and if it’s not repaired soon it will be necessary
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to drain our mattress, since the worst leak is right over the
bed. During the day we can prop it up sideways against
the wall, but it’s hard to sleep on it in that position at night.
The man, or more rightly, the manager here, promised last
Sunday to get it repaired, but nothing’s been done yet.
Folmer says he would be glad to be housekeeper for
you during the winter if you can digest the food he makes,
that’s of course the question. We hope that will take care
of itself in such a way that you continue to have good
companions for sharing your house.
It looks like Ø[stergaard] and H[øjberg]24 could give
the radical ministers a good comeuppance, which they
seem to have earned.
Tomorrow I have to get the last of my income taxes
sent oﬀ. I had completely forgotten I had more of that
facing me until I got notice from Park Falls not so long
ago. State tax is due the following year after a “report” has
been sent in. But one ought to be happy paying this kind
of tax because it’s a reminder of having had a pretty good
income.
We went to the movies on Sunday evening and saw
The Virginian. Folmer knows the book backwards and
forwards, since he’s read it a number of times, and says a
good part of it was just like the book. We were impressed
by it and have talked and discussed a good deal various
characters in it, especially the Virginian himself, whom
one can learn from, and then the funny one in the story
with his twins. We saw how they changed costume for all
the rolls and all that foolishness. It’s a pretty new movie
but probably will be shown in Tyler in the not too distant
future, so you can see it then.
Now Folmer has started talking again—he is saying
we absolutely have to buy a new coﬀee pot for the trip
home. It’s high time we got that decided, for sure. Talking
will only take you so far. Yes, we make plans every
evening.
No doubt the weather at home is starting to resemble
spring. It’s something one almost doesn’t notice here. But
we’ll tell more about that when we get home. Everything
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we have experienced hasn’t gotten put down on paper, so
there will be a lot of stories when we meet.
You’ll have to write a few words again so our
correspondence doesn’t come to a complete stand still,
since we’ve kept it going for well over a year now.
Love and greetings from us to you. Folmer and Svend
From Chr. Hansen
Danebod 3 – 19 – 24
Dear Svend and Folmer,
Thanks for your last letter. We all are beginning to look
forward to seeing you again. I’m just a little concerned that
you’re thinking of going over the “Rockies” by way of the
Lincoln Highway so early in the year. Sigvald M. didn’t
leave Solvang until the middle of May, so says Martensen.
It’s all well and good to be equipped with a coﬀee pot,
but Ansgar Bollesen says you won’t have much use for it
unless you also take along water for the coﬀee, since you’ll
be going through miles and miles of dry desert (at least on
the southern route), but you know all about that or at least
can ask before you leave.
We got an unexpected visit from Nysted last week
(R.B., Marie, Holger and Gudrun.) The mild weather
they’d had for almost two weeks lured them out on the
road; but near Soo City the roads were badly torn up. Then
that night it froze, and the next day they were so hard and
rutted that it was almost impossible to drive on them. At
one place they met another car, and since neither of them
could come up out of the axle-deep tracks, Holger had to
back up almost a ½ mile. The trip up here took 2½ days.
Going home they drove by way of Slayton, Worthington,
Sanborn (Ia), Spirit Lake and then south on Highway
No. 4 to Dennison, Ia. 227 miles. Then next day (through
Omaha) they reached Central City, Neb., where G. could
telephone Chr. and let him know they would be home
the next day at noon, exactly a week to the hour that they
arrived here at Danebod. We haven’t heard from them
since they got home. The route back was some 50-75 miles
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longer, but they had “graveled” or “paved” roads until 25
miles from Dennison, which is 80 miles N.E. of Omaha.
They drove R.B.’s new Overland Sedan,25 or whatever
it’s called, a glass enclosed coach anyway. We talked a bit
together about whether I wanted to come to Nysted early
in the summer this year, so I could get back in time for
the big gathering scheduled for 3-4-5-6 July (see Ungdom),
but I didn’t remember we have “Primary Elections” in
June, and now Gudrun has just been here, so it didn’t fit
very well, otherwise I could have driven home with you
in the middle of May. But it will be better to go down
there during the summertime. So the best thing maybe
is to delay the trip until after the 4th of July, just like last
year. I would otherwise also have enjoyed a trip to West
Denmark while summer camp is held there, which falls
right before and after August 1st, but maybe it’s wise to
postpone that trip, too, since it will be necessary for me to
buy some furnishings for the house once Bollesens move
out along with their things, for then there won’t be much
left but bare walls and floors (unless I’m lucky enough to
get another family to move in.)
We were over at a pig roast at the school the other
day. Many of the students have found work around
here, among them the Danish Boys, as we call them.
Unfortunately, it doesn’t look so promising that we’ll get a
very large female class for the summer, at any rate only a
dozen or so have registered so far, and it’s not long before
the 1st of April. Friday evening we’ll have an Old Man’s
Ball, to which the Danebod faculty, as before, has invited
everyone.
Martha is not in very good health, something with her
nerves, it seems (among other things). She doesn’t appear
to be able to tolerate normal disturbances, which of course
can’t be avoided at the school, so they are moving over to
live in the infirmary house. This is too bad, since the school
will lose the feeling of being a home, something that
makes the Danish folk high school unique. Pastor Bobjerg
is here these days. His wife and daughters will return to
Denmark on the same ship Børresens will sail on in Apr.
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He himself will follow later and plans to stay in Denmark,
if possible with work as a pastor.
Loving greetings from us all; we’re all well, hope the
same is the case for you.
Chr. Hansen
From Folmer
Postmark Los Angeles, April 7, 1924
Dear Dad,
Svend says it’s my turn to write, and unquestionably
he’s right to make that claim. It’s lucky he’s not as lazy as
I am at writing, otherwise things would look pretty dark.
I might be a bit better at pulling myself together on this
point if I hadn’t had him to rely on.
We are counting the days until Easter now, naturally,
or rather to Black Friday evening, which is the last day
we’ll go to work.
I still can’t quite believe our stay here is almost over,
though; it seems like only a short time since we said 8
weeks before we leave. Yes, time flies by when you have
steady work, which wasn’t the case in the winter when it
was hard to find a way to kill the time.
We had a proper shopping trip last Saturday. First of
all I got a new set of clothes that I’m just about as happy
with as I was with my first pair of long pants. Svend got
a pair of new shoes and a new hat, so it may almost look
like we have come into money. Sunday morning when we
drove to church we were disappointed to find out there
was no church service that day. We drove instead to a ball
game that afternoon. Next Sunday it’s possible we can’t get
to church either, since we have to take a look at the inner
workings of (Lotta Knox), that is to say if we can’t get the
(job) finished Saturday afternoon.
Friday
I ground to a halt last night; just remembered now I
hadn’t finished my letter.
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It wasn’t much but luckily I’ll possibly have the chance
to tell you in person what I wasn’t able to write down.
Loving greetings F + S
I suppose we worked for about three months after Christmas—or
after New Year’s—before we had that much money about the first of
April, I suspect, when we started for home.
We had naturally dinged up our old Ford as much as we could
before we started. I remember we bought one new tire, so we’d have
one extra new tire to go along on the trip. We had five tires as it was,
but they were getting old. Well, the long and the short of it was the one
we bought was the only one that we had at the time that got back to
Nebraska. The rest of ‘em had all shot on the way.
About the first of April, we went up to Solvang to say good-bye to
our people there. I remember I said to one of them, “You can expect
I’ll be back within five years to stay.” That’s the way I felt - that I was
going to go out there for permanently as we were going back to the
Middle West at that time.
From Svend
Los Angeles, Calif. Apr. 14, ‘24
Dear Dad,
We got your letter and a whole lot of newspapers on
Saturday. That was two week’s worth at one time. Next
Friday we’ll pick up mail for the last time here, and we’ll
be happy to get on the way with our trip, which may well
be long and tiring, but all that doesn’t matter so long as we
make it home to you again. Now we just have four short
days left and we have a whole lot of things to get done in
the evenings, so the time will go by quickly. We were in
church yesterday, but oddly we didn’t see many we know.
In the evening we had thought to drop in and see
Valborg Hansens, but nothing came of it. When we
couldn’t reach them by phone and only had a vague idea
where they lived, we gave it up.
Things will surely be festive and comfortable for us
in Solvang. It’ll be great to get out in the countryside after
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having been in the middle of big city hubbub for many
months.
I can’t forget to tell you I got myself a new set of
clothes recently, so now we are what can be called fully
outfitted. We should be grateful that we’ve had good
health and strong limbs so that we actually will be able
leave here as planned for so long.
There is quite a bit of hoof and mouth disease around
in cattle and swine here in Southern Calif. It’s the practice
now that one has to be “fumigated” at every county line
and when driving into neighboring states. We should be
quite the pair of smoked guys before we make it out of
Calif.
It had been our plan to bring along some oranges
from here but I don’t know if we can take them out of the
county without a “permit.”
Good thing we didn’t drive the southern route early
in the spring or we might have ended up stuck in a deep
layer of snow. We have seen snow from here, but that was
at a distance and high up on the tops of the mountains.
Thanks so much for every time you have written to us and
sent us papers over the many months.
We wish you all a happy Easter there at home. Loving
greetings and look forward to seeing you all again.
Folmer and Svend
From Chr. Hansen
Danebod, 15th April 1925
Dear both of you!
Well I don’t have much more to say that hasn’t been
said, but since I indicated a letter would arrive for you
in Solvang that you would receive before you start your
homeward journey, I should write a few lines now anyway,
which will probably be the last you hear from and about
us until you land in Nysted, Nebr., and that will probably
not be before three weeks from now. On the other hand,
we hope to hear often from you, since you can imagine
we’re eager to hear what kind of progress you’re making
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from day to day on the whole trip. Of course we don’t
expect even a short version of what you’ll hear and see
on the trip. We would never be so bold as to suggest that.
But you can surely find the time and inclination to send a
postcard from those places you stop for the night. Don’t
do what Sigvald and Ingeborg did, not letting themselves
be heard from for a week at a time, all while Martensens
waited here with excitement and uncertainty without
hearing anything from them, and they couldn’t even give
me any word about them when I would go down there,
which I did almost every day, to hear how far they had
gotten, other than that they didn’t know and couldn’t say
because they hadn’t heard anything at all from them for so
and so many days.
Sunday evening I was down with Sigrid and today
I’ve been out for a visit with Karen all afternoon. People
have begun spring planting and it looks like rain tonight.
I’ll end with a loving greeting and wish you happy travels
from Dad!
[Thus ends the correspondence as the West Coast car bums head for home,
where spring planting had begun in April 1924. No evidence can be found
to show if they followed the stern admonitions to send frequent postcards on
the long trip home.]
We drove up through the state, and we were going to go on the
Lincoln Highway home. When we got to the foot of the mountain,
we found out that the Donner Pass was blocked with snow and you
couldn’t get through there. So we were stalled right there. There was
nothing we could do. But we got to talking to somebody, and they said
there was another pass which is about twenty to thirty miles longer
but not as high as the Donner Pass and that you can drive that. We
decided to try to do that, which was really a foolhardy thing to do,
because there was about eight to twelve inches of snow on the road
and the road was gravel. In fact, it was practically a one-lane road—a
two-lane road but very narrow. But it was nice: you could follow the
track if somebody had driven before you and they’d spattered mud up
so you had a black track to follow. We managed to go on that. I think it

125

was the Yuba Pass they called it. We got over the main ridge and down
in the valley and had to go over one more ridge.
It was getting dark in the afternoon, and when you turn the
lights on on the Model T Ford, when you put the thing in low, then
the generator generates more electricity and then you blow out your
lights. More than they can take. This is what happened to us as we
were trying to race our engines to get over the last hump before we
had to go down. We burned out the lights so we finally had to put the
tail light bulb in the one front light so somebody could see it. As they
came toward us, they’d think there was a light there. We got on top
of the hill. We were at the summit, and then we had about six miles
ahead all downhill. I don’t think we ever had to use the engine to go
down, to speak of, because we could coast. We had no light, but we
had this black track in the snow so we could just follow the black
tracks. That’s what we did until we got down.
As we got down to the bottom of the hill, we got into Nevada.
We were, of course, coming into Reno pretty soon. Right below there
on the border of Nevada and California, we got stopped by a border
patrol proposition, where everybody who was coming from California
had to have their cars fumigated. The argument was that there was a
squabble going on, about that potatoes from Idaho could not get into
California or vice versa. The Nevada people were counteracting that
by getting all the people from California, and especially, they hoped
to get all the rich people who came through in cars and spray their
cars with “sheep dip.” We had ours—underneath the whole thing was
sprayed with “sheep dip.” Then we drove to Reno and got to Reno
about 9:00 in the morning, and there we had to go into a fumigation
center to have our clothes fumigated. This was part of the deal to
make it impossible for Californians. Of course, if you had a California
license, which we did, we got the works. The first thing they did was
give us each a pair of coveralls to sit in, and you sat there while they
fumigated your clothes. Of course, that was ridiculous! Well, anyway,
we only stayed in Reno that morning. In fact, we didn’t even get to
see the gambling joints in Reno. We were hungering to get going for
home.
We had, of course, no roadmap in those days. We had a United
States map, and on that was a United Pacific line going across Nevada.
We decided we would follow that because on a railroad there would
have to be some kind of a section station every eight to ten miles, we
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figured, and in case we got in too much breakdown, we could always
catch a freight or something home that way. We saw a Union Pacific,
and then we went from Reno and got to Winnemucca. I looked at the
map now – It must have been a long run. But at any rate, we were at
Winnemucca at least one evening, and we slept with our stuﬀ down
right outside the stockyards. They had an enclosure stockyard. I still
remember we woke up, and as we were just sitting up in our bed,
here was a fellow that took oﬀ on horseback from the stockyards there
and out over the prairie. He was going at a nice gallop all the way out
there, and the country was so flat that we saw him actually vanish in
the distance, and it really gave me an impression of the wild and vast
west.
Well, we hadn’t gone very far from Winnemucca before we ran
out of road that had been graded. From there on, from Winnemucca,
every time we came to a town about ten miles out of town there’d be
a road—a high grade, a good road going into town—and about ten
miles going out of town you’d drive down on the prairie. Actually, on
that trip we drove 400 miles of prairie—it had never seen a shovel—
just a track you would drive along, like a cow path it branched oﬀ
and sometimes you’d be driving on the same road and there’d be a car
a half mile away going the same way you were or meeting you. But
you were actually on the same road. The road could be a mile or more
wide in tracks, which was an interesting thing.
We drove steadily on. We came to Elko, and I remember that town
very well. That was the only town of any size at all between Utah—
well, Wells was one place; there was a town of Wells which was a
town probably of two to three hundred people, and there they had
hot springs which was an interesting thing because we got a nice hot
bath there in the springs. There was running hot water, and I think
that we needed a bath. I’m sure we stunk to high heaven because on
this trip I don’t remember very many times that we had a bath. It was
the unusual to have a bath or take a swim in a lake or something so I’m
sure we had “B.O.” from way back!
We stopped in Elko and in Wells, and then we went north around
the Great Salt Lake and came to Ogden. We didn’t go back down
to Salt Lake City again. We had been there once, so we started east
out of Ogden towards home. We made it from Ogden all the way
to Evanston, Wyoming, which is the first town inside of Wyoming,
and we thought, “Boy, we’re on our way now! Now the roads will
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be graded and we’ll really get home.” But, there was one problem. It
was the spring of the year and quite often there were mud holes, and I
remember having to help pull people out of a mud hole. At Evanston
we had the misfortune that the front spring on the car broke so the
radiator was lying right down on the frame. So, we had to have a
new spring put in, and we went into town. We were parked outside
of town about a half mile and walked into town and got a spring and
went out and put it back in. By, I suppose, ten o’clock in the morning,
we had the spring put in and we were ready to go and we left.
The only thing was that we never did see our bedding after that
stop. I don’t know if we left the bedding at that camp or it blew oﬀ, but
at any rate, from then on until we got to Nebraska we didn’t have any
bedding so we couldn’t go to sleep. So from Evanston on we drove
that day and the next night and the next day and the next night and
the next day, and by about nine o’clock at night we got to Chris and
Gudrun at Dannebrog. We had never stopped at that time. We kept
awake by talking to each other and then when one of us was driving
during the day the other would try to take a nap and catch a little
sleep. We drove continuously in that time and besides us driving
there, we hitched up with a Buick that was going to Chicago. We had
pulled it out of a mud hole one of those days, and they decided to
stay with us, and they could pull us out if we went stuck, and we
could pull them out if they went stuck. We stayed together all the way
through Wyoming and down to North Platte. After we got through
North Platte, there the Lincoln Highway in Nebraska was gravel, and
we didn’t see any reason why anybody couldn’t be able to go. The
Buick went on ahead because they could drive faster than we could.
I remember the best time we made on that trip was coming down
from Cheyenne going east down the slope of the Rocky Mountains,
which is a very gentle slope. One day we made thirty miles in one
hour. That was the fastest run we ever made in one hour on the whole
trip, and we were really coasting that day. We stopped in Big Springs
for breakfast, I remember, because Big Springs had a certain ring to
me because that’s where Harald Knudsen’s Ole26 [came from]—that
was her home town. I heard about Big Springs when I was at Grand
View. We stopped there for breakfast, I remember, but I suppose this
was for breakfast early in the morning, and it took us a whole day to
drive from there to Nysted.
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We got to Nysted and stayed there for a few days, and as we were
leaving—we decided to go home—we got as far as St. Paul or a little
bit beyond St. Paul, Nebraska, which is only about probably fifteen
miles from Nysted, and lo and behold, the crankshaft broke in the
car. Well, we called back to Nysted, and Holger Nielsen27 came over
and pulled us back to Nysted because we had to get a new crankshaft
put in. Well, I know Svend and I couldn’t have done that, but Holger
could. He was a mechanic of some rank. He knew how to put that
crankshaft in and hitch a gasoline engine onto it and burn it in to fit,
and that’s what he did! After about two days of burning the crankshaft
in, we got the car fixed and we started for Tyler again, and we went
on. It was raining, I remember, and it was muddy and tough going.
It took us a long, long time to get to Sioux City, and in Sioux City the
roads got worse and worse. In Iowa they were just plain mud. We kept
on plowing away the best we knew how, and it took us from Nysted
from morning ‘til the next morning. Then, we were in Sioux City, and
we started home from Sioux City.
It seems to me that we came home to Tyler that afternoon. My
memory of time is pretty elusive because time was not very important.
The only thing that I remember about that trip coming from Sioux City
was that we stopped apparently at Rock Rapids and bought a pail of
oranges because we had written to John’s kids28 that out in California
you could buy oranges by the pail-full. We were going to bring them
a pail-full when we came home, and we did buy California oranges
and put them in a pail, but they didn’t come directly from California.
We had to prove it to the kids that we had California oranges, which
we did! We got home after dinner or whenever it was and what a
wonderful..… I remember when we came across the Minnesota
border, we stopped the car and stood up on it and sang the Minnesota
Rouser. We had enthusiasm, I can tell you, for coming home!
Afterword—Present Plural / Erik S. Hansen’s Perspective
We’ve all come home to this kind of emotion, I’m sure, wanting
to shout our arrival from the rooftops. It’s the relief of return to the
familiar, to those people who always accept us both for who we are
and who we’ve become. Yet for the two travelers, prior to this moment
of reentry to the known world, something of the shine seems to have
gone oﬀ their trip in those last few weeks on the West Coast. Other
129

than the final, urgent push to climb the Rockies and cross the Great
Plains and arrive back home, there were no more moments of sheer
euphoria. No letters are postmarked from gold rush towns. No Yreka,
California, or even eureka moments. No more “minutes out of a man’s
life.” The vagabond sojourns fighting bed bugs and leaky roofs seem
to have taken their toll. Idle days passing time in libraries only satisfies
the human soul for so long.
On top of that, travel itself may have made them weary of the
road. But it seems to be more a mental state than a physical one that
alters the consciousness and appetite for adventure. Once the turn for
home is made in our own minds, there’s no stopping the urge to get
there.
Such was surely the case also on our own family revival of the
grand circle tour in 1955, retracing the stops Dad and Svend had made
thirty years earlier. We had driven through Arizona and New Mexico
on the way out West—the southern route—the one they discussed
constantly toward the end of their stay but then never followed. No
doubt for that very reason we had to follow this Route 66 traverse
on our way out to California, even if it meant baking in 110 degree
days in the desert sun. And all this before air-conditioned cars and
interstate highways. By the time we’d driven north through the full
length of California, some of the romance of our trip understandably
had faded, as well. As we were ready to turn east and head inland,
I’m told—though I don’t remember it—my mother and father didn’t
speak to each other the entire way across Oregon. Dad still wanted
to follow the coastal ranges, out through Grant’s Pass where he and
Svend had worked in mountain camps and helped put out forest fires.
Others in the car just wanted to get home.
I probably still favored the back roads approach, at least until we
reached Montana. That’s my last vivid memory on the trip, spending
a sleepless night camped under dark night skies in the ghost town
of Virginia City—population still listed under 200. But the town had
other inhabitants, I found. Genuine ghosts. One of them I knew, for
sure. We’d been up to Boot Hill cemetery in the morning and saw the
grave of the outlaw Clubfoot George. He was buried beneath a stark
wooden marker—after he’d been strung up over the limb of a nearby
tree and hanged for murder. That afternoon I’d seen his grisly clubfoot
preserved in a jar of formaldehyde. It was kept in a cabinet down in
the dusty basement of the local museum. Curiosity got the best of
130

me. I opened the cabinet door to look. The sight of his deformed foot
rattled my sense of romance and adventure. I couldn’t sleep all that
night. Maybe the world wasn’t a perfect place after all. Shivering in
my sleeping bag that night under the oilskin tarp, I felt the weight of
a gamey, yellowed clubfoot pressed against my neck.
Not till many years later—maybe not fully until now—did
I realize that fabulous Fifties’ car trip in a two-door coupe was my
father’s way to relive the adventure of his own younger years. While
we didn’t literally retrace the Lincoln Highway home, as they had
done, this was my father’s own Freedom Trail. We touched all the
memorable points along the way. He had been in his early twenties at
the time of the original trip out west. By 1955 on our own grand repeat
performance, he was twice that age, mid-fifties. He had health issues
of his own. He’d survived diphtheria quarantine and Spanish flu as
a child. Rheumatic fever now would follow, plus faulty heart valves
and circulation problems. Had later advances in open heart surgery,
which eventually would extend his own life, been available earlier,
they might also have saved his older brother. We arrived only just
in time for the reunion with Uncle Svend—nitroglycerin pills always
at the ready in his shirt pocket. He died a short six months after we
visited him in Solvang.
At the time of their adventure together, though, both men were
young, energetic. They were in their twenties, after all. In a curious
way, so was the country. America had only then stepped onto the
world stage—it was the decade of the Roaring Twenties, to be sure.
But it was the figurative age of the nation, as well. Everything seemed
possible to the side that had just helped “win” the war to end all wars.
Idealism mixed with free marketplace economics were being put
into practice. American entrepreneurial successes, blithely building
toward the crash of ’29 and the decade of depression to follow, were
openly embraced even as they were challenged by an expanding labor
force. It was an America stretched between the inclination to stay
young forever and the urge to grow up for good.
If this was going to be the American century, then the nation
would move ahead on greatly enhanced mobility. The horse and
buggy were outmoded. Model T’s by the thousands were rolling oﬀ
Henry Ford’s assembly line at prices aﬀordable to everyone, at least
as a used car. This changed everything. The American romance with
the automobile had begun. The wheels of public transit now would
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turn on private motor cars. Gone were prairie schooners, buckboards,
even a future built on railroad rolling stock. It was the start, in a sense,
of our current dilemma. Big oil began pumping lifeblood out of the
ground. The age of the open road had begun.
The Twenties. Maybe it was time to grow up, after all, even as the
temptation persisted to continue to find our freedom in the fountain
of youth.
One envelope included in the bundle of letters from the attic
displays a telling logo. It’s the one from the Bay Area car dealership
where they had purchased their Model T, “Our Lizzie,” for fifty
dollars. The letter confirms deed of ownership for the used car that
would carry the two young men from job to job up and down the coast
and then back home to the Midwest. Posted from a Chevrolet dealer
in San Francisco, it promotes the sale of GM cars in an eﬀort to keep
up with the growing success of Henry’s Fords.
The face of the envelope bears a simple statement and poses an
attendant question. It might serve as a motto for the time, maybe also
for ours: “Count the Chevrolets. Why walk?”
Yes, why walk when one can go anywhere by car. Perhaps that’s
what makes this not only their story, but one that is more than just a
tale of two sons and a father and the family relationships stretched by
intervening distances. Theirs is also the beginning of our story. It’s the
initial chapter in the American infatuation with the automobile and
the open road. The “present plural” perspective overlays their original
voices, now, as we see what has become of their mobile and marvelous
West. Even as we question and examine our own complications from
the age of the automobile, they corroborate and confirm the lure of the
dream of independent travel. I can’t help but think of them heading
out for leisurely drives on a Sunday afternoon in the hills around Los
Angeles. Pasadena was still a separate city then. The road to Santa
Monica made for a full day trip to explore the great vistas of the Pacific
coast.
They were living their dream—and maybe trying to imagine ours.
They were also learning that more than temperate climates and
orange trees were necessary for the satisfied life.
Certainly their sense of adventure is as unclouded as the view
of Southern California must have been to them. We can look back
through their eyes on that time. No smog layer yet from exhaust fumes
blanketing the burgeoning urban basin. Streetcar rides for twenty-nine
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cents into the center of town. Yet the population was already pulsing,
crowding, describing the confines of the big city while pushing out
the boundaries into the hills and mountains around. I’m told the Santa
Monica freeway is now the busiest highway in the country, if not in
the world. Could they have foreseen what it would be like to sit for
hours bumper to bumper in ten lanes of traﬃc each morning . . . just
to get to a job to make the money to pay for the car to be able to sit in
the same place again the next day? What else is there to do but turn on
the radio when trapped in traﬃc like that? Maybe this time the station
will be playing a tune by another Minnesotan with wanderlust. “Ring
Them Bells,” the voice of Bob Dylan sings, prophetic, echoing theirs:
“It’s rush hour now for the wheel and the plow,
Sun’s going down on the sacred cow.”
But that’s another voice again. Another story. Nor should it
overshadow the original experience, other than to promote ease of
entry into and an understanding of their documentary record.

Notes
1

Folmer actually says “1923,” but it had to be Christmas of 1922 that
they decided to go on this trip. Both men had worked in the early Twenties
for the paper mill industry in Park Falls, Wisconsin, then a rough and tumble
frontier town where the walls of hotel rooms were “literally bloody-stained
as high as a man could reach from drag out fist fights the lumberjacks had.”
But that’s another story. They left Minnesota for California in January of 1923
and returned to Tyler in May 1924. These dates are corroborated by various
sources. In his submission to the “25th Anniversary Bulletin 1917-1942” of
the 633rd Aero Squadron of Kelly AFB, Svend says he was gone to the West
Coast from 1923-4. Letters dated and sent to and from their father, Christian
Hansen, also show postmarks of 1923-4.
2

This would be Ingeborg Martensen, Sigvald Martensen’s sister,
according to the article written by her daughter Zita Duus Nielsen for the
2011 edition of the Solvang Danish Days magazine, Velkommen. Her article
indicates Mrs. Jensen died before Folmer and Svend’s arrival in Solvang.
“In 1922, my mother, Ingeborg Martensen, came to Solvang to care for a
sick aunt, Mette Jensen, wife of Jens Jensen, (the Chris Jensen in Folmer’s
tapes; his full name likely was Jens Christian Jensen) known as Cement
Jensen because he did mortar and cement work. Mette died before Ingeborg
arrived. However, my mother stayed on to help the local doctor since she
was a registered nurse. My mother’s brother, Sigvald, was also here at that
time. He worked for Marcus Nielsen (father of Axel Nielsen in Folmer’s
tapes), the grocery man. He picked up groceries from the railroad at Gaviota,
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driving the winding road back to Solvang. Parts of the road are still there
and can be traveled from Nojoqui Park to Highway 101.”
3

The holiday festival at the start of Lent, Shrovetide in the church
calendar, is similar to Mardi Gras. Other editorial comments or clarifications
in the letters are in italics and / or brackets.
4

Folmer says 1922, but 1923 is more accurate unless they shared even
before the trip started.
5

“Sip” was the nickname of his childhood friend Sigvald Martensen.

6

This song appears in older versions of the Folk High School Song Book
under the title, “I’m borne up on the wings of larks.”
7

W.F. Hogue is listed on the Smithsonian registry of American
newspapers as publisher of the Tyler Herald until 1936— the year Svend
Hansen himself eventually would buy the Herald and competing Journal and
combine the two papers into one.
8

Once again Folmer’s dates don’t jibe. He says 1922 again; this would
have occurred in 1923. A letter dated Jan. 31st, 1924, from the AndersonSmith Chevrolet dealership in San Francisco, later confirms purchase of the
vehicle, “Motor No. 449176.” That engine serial number, according to Model
T production records online, indicates manufacture on Ford’s assembly line
in February, 1914.
9

Rikke remembers her dad had a big scar on his arm.

10

According to the booklet referred to in 1, this man’s last name was
Blevins.
11

The father, Christian “Maler” (literally in Danish, Christian “Painter,”
surname Jensen) seems, as noted, to have been a painter of “not too great
renown.” However, various website references can be found for the son,
Arne, whose work seems to be well known from the Northwest School of
painting. Arne R. Jensen (1906-1992), was known as the “Currier and Ives” of
Puget Sound.
12

Hod carriers carry “mud” for bricklayers, masons, plasterers.

13

President Harding had only just visited Seattle and then taken ill and
died suddenly a few days later, Aug. 2, in San Francisco.
14
A letter appears to be missing here, since the previous entry, dated
Aug. 14, makes no mention of car troubles or the stop at Soap Lake, as noted
in the narrative. Since this stretch of the trip through the Cascades includes
the Ku Klux Klan encounter in Cle Elum, it would be of interest to know
whether Svend wrote to his father about this. A Yakima Valley Library
and Museum photo online shows the “naturalization of 700 Ku Klux Klan
candidates from Yakima,” with an estimated crowd of “12,000 to 70,000
gathered . . . 5 miles southwest of Yakima,” http://yakimamemory.org/cdm4/
results.php?CISOOP1=any&CISOBOX1=Klu+Klux+Klan&CISOFIELD1=CIS
OSEARCHALL&CISOROOT=all.
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15
Some of the text to the soldier’s song reads: “A finger was found in
Skagen, part of his butt fell into Øresund . . . pants buttons were located in
Poland, but those turned out not to be his!” http://www.ugle.dk/en_svensk_
konstabel.html
16
For more information on this topic, see Tom Copeland, “Wesley
Everest, IWW Martyr,”in The Pacific Northwest Quarterly, 77, no. 4 (Oct.,
1986): 122-9, http://www.jstor.org/stable/40490296.
17

The occasion of Chr. Hansen’s 72nd birthday prompted two letters—
or rather three, since the first is interrupted and finished a day later and
bears two diﬀerent addresses; both are without accompanying envelopes
and may have been enclosed in the letter postmarked Oakland Sep. 28th, the
actual date of his birthday.
18
According to Wikipedia: “The 1923 Berkeley Fire was a conflagration
which consumed some 640 structures, including 584 homes in the denselybuilt neighborhoods north of the campus of the University of California
in Berkeley, California on September 17, 1923,” https://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/1923_Berkeley,_California_fire.
19

H.V. Kaaland was a Danish Romantic poet and author of children’s
literature as well as some popular songs sung in folk high schools.
20
Rikke recalls Svend telling her how he saved up the Christmas cards
that came in the mail and then brought them out on Christmas Eve as a
surprise. He and Folmer had discussed how strange it was that they weren’t
getting any Christmas mail!
21

Woodrow Wilson died Feb. 3, 1924.

22

Svend seems to be referring here to an oft-quoted line from a poem
by N.F.S. Grundtvig: “Slaverne rådte på Østersø”—‘Mindet lader som
igenting, er dog et lønligt kildespring’—‘How unassuming memories are
from the past, yet they still can inspire the present.’
23

Lincoln Highway was the first road built for automobiles all the way
across the United States; its 100th birthday was celebrated in 2013.
24

For more information on this topic, see the chapter “The Turbulent
Twenties” in Enok Mortensen’s Seventy-Five Years at Danebod.
25

The 1923 model of Willys Overland Co. featured glass windows and a
closed interior.
26

Her first name was actually Viola; Ole was her nickname.

27

Holger Nielsen was the pastor in Nysted. He was later Svend and
family’s pastor in Cedar Falls, 1952-3.
28

This refers to some of Svend and Folmer’s nieces and nephews – the
children of John and Sigrid Hansen Johansen.
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Book Reviews
Timothy R. Tangherlini, ed. and trans. Danish Folktales, Legends, and
Other Stories. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2013. 280 pp,
DVD. $50.00
Reviewed by Jason Schroeder
In the preface to Danish Folktales, Legends and Other Stories, editor
Timothy Tangherlini announces that the book represents an attempt
to rethink how folklore collections are published. His attempt
succeeds by harnessing the possibilities of computer databases to
focus on the individual folklore informants and their repertoires in
context. Folklore collections are generally centered around a generic
concept: fairy tale, folktale, ballad, proverb, folk belief, legend, etc.,
and the genres are divided into subgenres: legends about revenants
or legends about priests, for example. The concept of genre and its
application in folklore editions has its basis in natural sciences, botany
in particular. Tangherlini points out the weakness of such single
designator classification systems. A legend may have a ghost and a
priest that exorcises the ghost: what type of legend is it then? What
happens when fairy tales merge with legends? Perhaps most critically,
Tangherlini explains that the human beings who tell the stories and
sing the songs are eﬀectively erased, as are their repertoires and the
sequence in which they tell their stories to collectors. Tangherlini
proposes presenting the repertoires of individuals in the order that
the collector recorded them.
The book itself is a teaser of Tangherlini’s own work. He focuses
on Evald Tang Kristensen (1843-1929), a well-known Danish collector,
and five of his informants. Tang Kristensen and his informants are wellknown in folklore studies: Bengt Holbek based his groundbreaking
work Interpretation of Fairy Tales (1987) on Tang Kristensen’s collections;
following in Holbek’s footsteps, Tangherlini examined a diﬀerent
genre from his collections in Interpreting Legends (1994). The book gives
a brief theoretical summary, a history of folklore and folklore studies
in Denmark, a history of Denmark in the nineteenth century, a short
biography of Tang Kristensen and of five storytellers whose repertoires
are represented. The storyteller biographies open selections of their
repertoires. The stories seem strange and decontextualized, even with
the biographical sketches and Danish history. The reader is confronted
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with the decontextualization and entextualization of dynamic
ethnographic events. Even with Tangherlini’s introductions, the reader
may find them incomprehensible. But even in this decontextualization
can be a wonderful teaching tool for both the history of folklore as
well as fieldwork methodology courses. However, the accompanying
DVD addresses this apparent weakness through digitally-interlinked
and visual information.
Greatly expanding on the book, the topics touched on in the
introduction receive their own chapters. Biographical sketches,
theoretical and analytical sections become whole chapters. The entire
repertoires of the five storytellers from the book are included. The
biographical chapters for the five informants consider Danish history,
geography, nineteenth-century economics and social factors. In
addition, repertoires of every informant from whom Tang Kristensen
collected are also included, although these informants receive
the barest of biographical information—leaving much room for a
researcher. The theoretical and analytical innovation that Tangherlini
introduces is familiar to folklorists: a revision of the historicgeographic (or Finnish) method. But rather than using maps to trace
origins, he uses such visual information as an analytical tool in order
to find patterns. The informants are plotted on a map, as well as Tang
Kristensen’s collecting journeys. Story references to places are also
plotted. Here is where it gets fun! Click on one of the five treated
informants on the map and you will find their biographies, economic
and social information as well as their repertoire. I encourage the
reader to play around – this edition promotes interactive and nonlinear learning and exploration.
It also has a “Topic and Index Navigator” which works as an
interactive index; the “Data Navigator” works like a person register,
leading to repertoires and biographies. Clicking on a person’s name
in the right-side window leads to informants’ biographical sketches;
full biographies can be accessed here. Additionally, places that are
mentioned in the informant’s stories are plotted on the map to the
left; finally, the informant’s repertoire, with references, in the order
they were collected are listed. The various features that the digital
content provide is large–I can only mention some here: the “Topic and
Index Navigator” allows the reader to find information by keywords,
Etik indices, Tangherlini indices and genre, connected to associated
stories, informants, and locations. Tang Kristensen’s field trips are
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marked by year at the bottom of the map, allowing for not just a
spatial representation of Tang Kristensen’s work with informants, but
also temporal.
Following in the steps of and expanding upon Bengt Holbek’s
Interpretation of Fairy Tales (1987) and Tangherlini’s own Interpreting
Legend (1994), in topic and in analysis, Danish Folktales, Legends, and Other
Stories is groundbreaking, as it shows the ways that new technology
can assist in pattern recognition as well as how folklore collections can
be presented as they are connected to agent human beings and their
worlds. It is a must-have for courses in folklore theory and history, as
well as for students of folktales and Scandinavian folklore. It will be of
use to folklore researchers, as it contains images of Tang Kristensen’s
manuscripts, Danish transcripts, as well as English translations, with
clear references, and it carefully contextualizes the material in history.
Students of digital analytical tools for the humanities will also find
it enlightening in its visual approach to material that is not easily
quantifiable. Scandinavian enthusiasts will enjoy the work for the
description of Denmark in the nineteenth century, as well as for the
tales, legends and songs. Younger readers may well enjoy the digital
content educationally, enabling them to play with the map. I highly
recommend the book and especially the digital content.
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Howard L. Nicholson, Anders J. Gillis, and Russell M. Magnaghi.
Danes and Icelanders in Michigan. East Lansing: Michigan State
University Press, 2014. xi + 93 pp., appendices, notes, further
references, index.
Reviewed by Hilary Joy Virtanen
One of the most recent releases in the Michigan State University
Press series, Discovering the Peoples of Michigan, Danes and Icelanders
in Michigan contributes to an understanding of these two ethnic
communities for both academic and general interest audiences.
Though volumes in this series typically focus on a single ethnicnational group,1 the authors mention in the preface to this work the
fact that Icelandic immigrants were recognized as Danish citizens
in United States census records until 1930, making diﬀerentiation
of the groups in an historical context diﬃcult (xi). The relatively
small number of immigrants to Michigan from each nation provides
additional justification for the combined volume. Each group,
however, is explored in separate sections in the book.
The early immigration of Danes and Icelanders to Michigan,
beginning in the 1850s and eﬀectively ending with World War II, is
summarized, with emphasis on “push-pull” factors of immigration
and historical and cultural trends that influenced both migration,
and the general culture of early immigrant communities. The much
larger section on Michigan’s Danes, written by Nicholson and Gillis,
is divided into chapters detailing the group’s social institutions
(“Danish Religion, Folk Schools, and Fraternal Organizations”),
and its settlement patterns within the state (“Michigan’s Danish
Communities”), with introduction and conclusion sections framing
these two central chapters.
Magnaghi’s section on Michigan’s Icelanders is much shorter,
featuring an introduction and a core discussion of the state’s notable
Icelandic individuals and enclaves. Key to an understanding of
Michigan’s Icelanders is the relationship Michigan has with other
places in which Icelanders settled; as we see, for some, Michigan was
a stopover on the road to places more commonly associated with the
ethnic group. Washington Island, in nearby Wisconsin, is one such
final destination.
Following the core sections of the book, the authors oﬀer several
useful appendices including a listing of important archives and
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libraries for those interested in direct research on Danish- and Icelandic
Americans, recipes traditional to each group, and excerpts from letters
from Danish immigrant Knud Nielsen of Menominee to his future
wife, Marin. Bibliographic notes and a section recommending further
reading are also of interest to both academic and general readers.
The book contains a few mistakes and redundant passages, which
distract from its merits; for instance, in the introduction to the Danish
section, the authors state that the Kalmar Union between Denmark,
Norway, and Sweden was formed in 1387, ten years before its actual
foundation. Additionally, Magnaghi presents several facts of Icelandic
immigration in ways that are initially lacking in key details and then
redundant. On page 54, for instance, he states that the first permanent
Icelandic settlers to the United States “settled primarily in Utah at first
due to the Mormon connection,” though he does not clarify what this
connection is until later in the same page when he states that these
settlers had previously converted to Mormonism before immigrating.
He also makes a rather curious—and unnecessary—judgment at the
conclusion of this section when, in detailing the role ethnic revivalism
has in Icelandic American communities, he declares that though
this community participates in activities supportive of cultural
maintenance, “learning to speak Icelandic is a diﬃcult task for those
who try” (62).
Despite these weaknesses, one of the strengths of this volume is its
attention to both a broad understanding of the history of each group,
and to its detailed treatment of unique individuals, institutions, and
communities. The authors are able to devote considerable space to
the stories of individual immigrants, providing the reader with
tangible and engaging examples of what motivated people to leave
their homelands, what they did upon coming to America, and what
contributions they made to American life on local, and sometimes
international, levels. We learn, for instance, of the chain of migration
started among Danes in the parish of Sæby by the eﬀorts of Christian
Johnson and later August Rasmussen, who both encouraged migration
through their reports of Michigan sent back to countrymen in letters,
an approach to stimulating migration found among many American
ethnic communities. We learn about Rasmussen’s life in Michigan,
his realization that America was not the “land of the ‘golden rocking
chairs,’” and his recognition that, because America’s social structure
was removed from European conceptions of class and its immense
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land size, it was a place in which hard-working immigrants could
thrive (22). Some of these vignettes are presented in sidebars, a
common component of books in this series, which is an eﬀective form
of presentation for stories that would otherwise have no meaningful
place in the book, but are engaging nonetheless. These stories are often
made possible through eﬀective use of archival and historical society
holdings, illustrating the potential good research in such materials
has toward understandings of such local histories.
The picture presented is one of two related groups with a long
and proud history in their homelands, who later made their own
notable contributions to the composition and character of the state
of Michigan. Their in-group activities, including folk traditions and
institutional organizations and their contributions to Michigan’s Civil
War regiments, the automotive industry, educational institutions, and
local commerce show that despite being small in numbers, each group
has made its own lasting impact on the state.
Overall, this book is a good read for those interested in the
basic—and largely under-recognized—history of these two ethnic
communities. Though small mistakes are present, they are not central
to the focus of the book itself, and despite redundancies and several
“cart-before-the-horse” descriptions of historical facts, the essential
points are still made. It is hoped that future printings may correct
these blemishes, but essentially, I do recommend the book because of
its otherwise great merits.

Notes
1

The series also features a volume, Scandinavians in Michigan (2006),
that focuses jointly on Swedes, Norwegians, and Danes, but subsequent
volumes have addressed the Swedes (2012), Norwegians (2009), Finns (2009),
and Finland-Swedes (2012) separately.
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Søren Kierkegaard, and Gordon Daniel Marino, editor.
The Quotable Kierkegaard. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014.
234 pp.
Reviewed by Rachel Hunt Steenblik
Gordon Marino’s The Quotable Kierkegaard is much more than a
quote book. It is an introduction, a biography, a list of sources and
abbreviations, a chronology, a gallery, a map of Copenhagen, a
bibliography, a curated collection, and a work of love. Dr. Marino
begins by telling the story of Kierkegaard’s philosophical and
theological themes, as well as his own story of finding Kierkegaard,
and then himself. He does this simply, skillfully, even beautifully.
The reader quickly learns of Kierkegaard’s disdain for academic
philosophy and philosophers, despite our present age’s remembrance
of him as precisely that, as well as the close attention he paid to the
mode of communicating wisdom, rather than simply the content, and
how that consideration shows up again and again in his own writings
in the form of pseudonymous authors and “indirect communication.”
We also come to understand Kierkegaard’s dismay at the spiritlessness
and lack of inwardness he observed in his own age, which may have
influenced his own determination to seek “a truth that he could live
and die by” (xiv).
Further touching upon specific themes from specific works,
Marino gives us At a Graveside’s earnestness, The Concept of Anxiety’s
anxiety, The Sickness Unto Death’s dichotomy of sin and faith (xxxvi),
and Works of Love’s duty to love (xxxvii). More generally, he oﬀers
Kierkegaard’s deep concern for the inner world, the heart, and sincere
reflections on the self.
Perhaps appropriately, then, the most poignant introduction to
Kierkegaard is Marino’s own experience:
I came to Kierkegaard crawling on cut glass and on the tail
of a brutal marital breakup... Who knows how these things
happen, but I picked up his Works of Love in a bookstore/
coﬀee shop.…I can’t cite the verse, but Kierkegaard helped
me to grasp that psychological suﬀering was not a stench
but something a person could do well or poorly. His way of
recasting the landscape of human existence helped float my
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spirit when I was going under in ways that were positively
chilling to everyone around me. (xxii-xxiii)
His harrowing, hopeful words elucidate what reading
Kierkegaard’s words may do for a person.
Marino closes his introduction by oﬀering “A Note on Quote
Selection.” He acknowledges that, as another expressed, “a book of
quotations…can never be complete,” particularly one of Kierkegaard’s
quotations. Accordingly, he “worked from that corner of the corpus”
that he knew best, where he “spent the bulk of [his] many years with
Kierkegaard, that is, on those studies that bear on the psychology
of our moral and religious lives” (xlii). Perhaps because of this, he
gives a warning. The Quotable Kierkegaard is not light, although it could
be. Instead, it presents Kierkegaard in his richness and depth, in his
seriousness and earnestness. It is a book on truth that edifies the self.
While Dr. Marino moves on to tell the story of Kierkegaard’s life,
the beautiful writing, simplicity, and conciseness of the introduction
remains. Those who know Kierkegaard well know the importance
of this section. Those who do not know Kierkegaard well need this
section so that they may make his acquaintance. Everything essential
is found here, how Søren Aabye Kierkegaard was born on May 5,
1813, the child of his father’s old age; how he learned of God from
his father, including the sad familial tale when the father was himself
a young shepherd, standing on a hill in Jutland, crying against his
maker; and how both father and son believed their family to be cursed
because of it. Marino explains why Søren sacrificed his betrothed
Regina with a breaking of an engagement, and links his Socratesinspired “people baths” to the mightiness of his pen and the agony
of the Corsair aﬀair. Then follows the tale of how the death of Bishop
J.P. Mynster heightened Kierkegaard’s critique on Christianity, and his
emphasis that witnesses of the truth must be martyrs for Christ’s sake.
Last of all, Marino tells of Kierkegaard’s own death. The subsequent
chronology displays each event clearly. Consequently, the context-less
collection, which constitutes the bulk of the book, is not really without
context.
Even within the curated quotations we find some context. We are
always given the name of the work and the page number on which
it appears. Within a given category, quotations from the same work
are often, though not always, grouped together, allowing us to see
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a progression of thought. Their close proximity to quotations from
other works also permits us to see how the thoughts fit together in the
context of Kierkegaard’s other writings. We are able to see things that
we would not see by simply reading them in their own environment.
Especially illuminating is the way the journals and published works
inform one another, and how the pseudonymous writings contradict
and correct each other. For instance, the following journal entry makes
early mention of the anxiety that so often appears in Kierkegaard’s
writings.
Deepest within every person there is nonetheless an
anxiety about being alone in the world, forgotten by
God, overlooked among the millions and millions in this
enormous household. People keep this anxiety at bay by
looking at the many people around them, who are related
to them as family and friends; but the anxiety is there all the
same–one scarcely dare think about how one would feel if
all these were taken away. (66)
Moreover, every quotation could be placed in at least two themes. To
illustrate, “[B]ut happiness is not a qualification of spirit, and deep,
deep within the most secret hiding place of happiness there dwells
also anxiety, which is despair” (85) speaks of both anxiety and despair.
Marino’s diﬃcult work of editing becomes clear. Not only was it
necessary for him to determine what categories to choose and what
quotations to select, he also had to consider other factors, including
what order to place them in, and with what emphasis. Here we see
Marino’s attention to detail, and the art of his composition. Consider
two passages from the section, “Love.” The first is from Works of Love:
“Love for God and love for neighbor are like two doors that open
simultaneously, so that it is impossible to open one without also
opening the other, and impossible to shut one without also shutting
the other” (205). The second from Either/Or 2 directly follows it: “But
the person who can scarcely open himself cannot love, and the person
who cannot love is the unhappiest of all” (205). The bridge between
them, of course, is the idea of opening.
In his curation, the Hong Kierkegaard Library director covered
many themes that I was expecting: despair, anxiety, faith, God,
Christianity, love, and so forth. There was only one theme that I
was not expecting: demonology, and two more that were uncovered
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that I hoped to see: remembrance/recollection and forgetting. More
specifically, Dr. Marino oﬀers many of Kierkegaard’s most wellknown quotations, such as “Purity of Heart Is to Will One Thing” (56)
and “A human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But
what is the self? The self is a relation that relates itself to itself or is
the relation’s relating itself to itself in the relation; the self is not the
relation but is the relation’s relating itself to itself” (76), but he also
oﬀers some lesser-known gems. One of these is, “Father in Heaven!
When the thought of you awakens in our soul, let it not awaken like a
startled bird which then flutters about in confusion, but like the child
from sleep with its heavenly smile” (167). Another is, “And if I were
a physician and someone asked me ‘What do you think should be
done?’ I would answer, ‘The first thing, the unconditional condition
for anything to be done, consequently the very first thing that must be
done is: create silence, bring about silence…!’” (114). Even the artwork
is lovingly placed. There is a picture of Regina Olsen in the section
“Erotic Love” and an illustration from The Corsair in “The Press.”
Gordon Marino’s The Quotable Kierkegaard is for everyone. I read it
out loud slowly, to my seven-month-old baby, my architect husband,
and myself. As a relative beginner, my husband explained that the
book was worthwhile because it allowed him to comprehend more
of the nuances of Kierkegaard’s work without having a complete
understanding of who Kierkegaard is. The introduction and biography
“make the philosophy so much more meaningful. Marino’s book
allows you to access that without having the foreknowledge.”1 As a
scholar, it was delightful to taste themes in Kierkegaard’s writings I
am not as familiar with, and to discover additional explorations of the
themes I am already passionate about. One of these latter instances
regards the section “Silence.” I have studied Kierkegaard’s upbuilding
discourse on “the Lily” and “the Bird,” and am now eager to examine
this theme across various other works. Marino’s edited volume is a
beautiful and useful contribution.

Notes
1

Ralph Spencer Steenblik.
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C. Claire Thomson. Thomas Vinterberg’s Festen (The Celebration)
Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2014 / Copenhagen:
Museum Tusculanum Press, 2013. 219 pp.
Reviewed by Jakob Holm
Thomas Vinterberg’s 1998 film Festen (The Celebration) is an
intuitive, bodily-oriented movie that playfully lets the camera always
seem a tad too late to actually register what is going on, as if it is simply
trying to catch up with a reality that is already there. This strategy
makes for an intriguing movie, in which the spectator is positioned
as a lurking, curious fly on the wall, which is an aesthetically pleasing
position to occupy. Hence, it is quite understandable that C. Claire
Thomson, in her book about this iconic movie, focuses on “the
multisensory appeal of Festen as audiovisual text” (9). Her aim is to
reclaim the movie, to cut it loose from all the spin, hype, and reviews
that have obscured the film itself, as well as the many ideological
and political contexts that lay claim to it, in order to look at how the
movie looks and the aﬀects it creates in the viewer. In the introduction
Thomson recollects her reactions the first time she saw the movie, and
in the final chapter she writes about how her cherished DVD copy of
Festen “has grown old and battered” (151); this framing makes it clear
that this project is personal, grounded in concrete observations rather
than in abstract contemporary theories or other supporting wheels. In
that way, it is both a brave and admirable book.
The book is structured in three parts: the first deals with Festen and
Danish film history; the second with Festen and the bodies of its creators
and subjects; and finally, the third with Festen and its own history.
The first part focuses primarily on the Dogme 95 movement, of which
Festen was the first representative, presenting the movement’s goals
as well as discussing trends in Danish culture and politics around the
time of Festen’s production. Among other things, we learn about the
renewed confidence of Danish film in the late twentieth century and
its professionalization as a consequence of the state-supported film
school. The author also deals briefly with new formal experiments in
art and culture, but only in the form of very general considerations.
Her analysis here would have benefited from more concrete examples
and could easily have been further elaborated. For example, a new
wave in Danish fiction saw the light of day when Jan Sonnergaard
published Radiator in 1997—a year before Festen premiered—and
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presented the Danish public with a rawer, more intimate, and direct
realism that—like Festen—also tries to expose the influence of class
structures and the false, but general assumption that there are no
social classes in Denmark. Accordingly, the hunger for reality in art
was prevalent in order to correct this idealized image of the perfect,
Scandinavian world. It is also noteworthy that a playwright like
Lars Norén is not mentioned. His groundbreaking play Personkreds
3 premiered, like Festen, in 1998, and it presents the viewer with the
same ruthless realism that the Dogme 95 movement tries to achieve
with its rules. In general, a broader discussion about realism in art
at the time would have given the reader a more thorough context in
which to understand Festen.
In the first part, Thomson rightfully concludes that the tenth vow
of the Dogme 98 manifesto—that the director is not to be credited—
can only be understood ironically, since Vinterberg embodies the role
as auteur par excellence. Furthermore, she very enlighteningly and
rewardingly discusses the rule about the film format being 35 mm,
despite the digital video revolution, and concludes that the Dogme
movement should be regarded as a reaction against the emergence of
computer-generated imagery. I concur absolutely in those observations.
The short chapter about Danish identity and nationalism in the 1990s
is a little too quickly completed, however, as Thomson could have
presented some more principal thoughts about what makes Festen a
particularly Danish movie or whether it should even be read as such
(and yet why it did not originate in some other country, but precisely
Denmark). To my mind, hidden secrets, the complacency, the aversion
to conflicts and the distinct consensus thinking that we find in the
movie makes it utterly Danish, and these characteristics have also
indeed been favorite topics of Danish artists ranging from Johannes
V. Jensen to Lars von Trier. This continuity suggests that the thematic
content is not new, but has been presented in many artistic contexts
during the last hundred years, and in that way it is not particularly
tied to the late 1990s, as it is rather the rule than the exception.
The second part of the book oﬀers a close reading of the movie’s
texture, style, and bodies; in short, its looks. This section is the most
consequential and interesting part of the book, as the author brings
many new observations to the table and liberates the film from the
interpretative constraints that have previously obscured it. Thomson
presents a very well-constructed analysis about the handheld camera,
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the use of which is required by the third rule of the Dogme 95 Vow
of Chastity, and how it gave the film its porridge-y skin and strong
physical presence. Her deliberations about the way Vinterberg shoots
people watching instead of what they actually watch, and how that
creates uncomfortable tensions in the viewer, are very insightful. Her
analysis of the setting—the hotel Skjoldnæsholm—and its meaning
and influence on the film’s appearance is also very congruent in the
way she focuses on how the camera lurks continuously and uses
thresholds and mirrors to create an utterly fragmented and ghostly
space that reflects the characters’ state of mind.
The last chapter in part two deals with some of the physical
objects in the movie—cotton, paper, glass—and how they are used
in a formalistic way to create the feeling of disintegration that the
viewer is intended to observe and which of course is supposed to
mirror the patriarch’s downfall. She quotes Anthony Mantle, the
director of photography, who stated: “I just wanted to find a cinematic
language that could convey that pretty catastrophic, pitiful—also
amusing—situation these people were in.” The use of objects, angles,
and color achieves that eﬀect, and Thomson observes accurately that
the physicality and mortality of bodies we experience as viewers is
achieved through this continuous decomposition and disintegration
of images.
Thomson devotes the last part of her book to the “ghostly presences
that flit around the film” (111-2). She devotes an entire chapter to the
story of Allan—the man whose fictive life story inspired Vinterberg
to make the film, in particular its translation from screen to stage. She
spends a lot of energy on Allan’s story, which is followed by a chapter
in which she takes a close look at various theater adaptations of Festen.
However, since her stated goal in the book is to make an aesthetic
analysis and “let the film breathe, to release the film as a text from
the weight of extant interpretations and explanations, to reinvest it
with sensuality” (8), focusing on exterior events such as Allan’s hoax
and theater productions makes it diﬃcult for her to meet this goal,
but has rather the opposite eﬀect of wrapping the movie in external
circumstances.
I have a lot of sympathy for Thomson’s project, but the book with
its 160 pages (plus appendices, notes and bibliography) seems at
times too short and maybe a bit too modest. Hence, in my opinion, the
final book about Festen has not yet been written. That book would not
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only place Festen more thoroughly in a contemporary, cultural context
and equate it with other cultural products from the same time period
that also tried to present the reality as littered with hidden truths,
but it would also look more thoroughly at the themes in the movie
and relate those to the general topics in Danish cultural history. For
example, the fall of the patriarch is a recurring theme in Scandinavian
literary as well as film history: from Strindberg’s The Father and Ibsen’s
works. All the way throughout Festen the dethroned patriarch is a
figure we meet time and again. I know it is not Thomson’s project
to analyze that figure in the frame of Scandinavian cultural history,
but it seems problematic to me to talk enthusiastically about new
technologies and mainly focus on the material side of things while
neglecting that the story is so well-known and typical; in other words,
the Dogme brethren may seem avant-garde and revolutionary in their
take on movies, but the story Vinterberg is telling in Festen is anything
but new. Rather, it is inscribed in a long, glorifying tradition of the
patricide in Scandinavia, and I am sure that this recognizable and
well-worn theme is also part of the attraction and wonder of Festen.
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